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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines representations of Singaporean identity and self-
perception from a position of diasporic removal. Part One consists of a critical
essay that considers how fictional depictions of Singaporean Chinese identity
are informed by the country’s unique sociopolitical and linguistic context, as
well as the cultural and economic contingencies of the global literary
marketplace. I argue that Woestern-centric commercial and readership
expectations pressure Singaporean Anglophone writers to represent themselves
in self-consciously marketable ways that necessitate cultural stereotyping.
Focusing on the novel Mammon Inc. by Hwee Hwee Tan, the short story
collection Lions in Winter by Wena Poon, and Cheryl Lu-lien Tan’s recent
novel Sarong Party Girls, I examine how these three diasporic Singaporean
Chinese female writers use stereotypes to lend fixity to the hybrid, unstable
nature of Singaporean identity as well as to negotiate with the boundaries and
consumption of postcolonial literary authorship.

Part Two comprises a novel, Ponti, which utilises and subverts
Singaporean cultural stereotypes in order to explore the themes of female aging,
complex friendship, and loss. Pon#i traces the lives of three women in
Singapore: the beautiful and aloof Amisa Tan who portrays a Pontianak, a
female vampiric ghost originating in Malay mythology, in the Ponti B-horror
movie trilogy filmed between the late seventies and early eighties; Amisa’s
teenaged daughter Szu, struggling with self-image and identity in 2003; and the
caustic and entitled Circe, Szu’s only friend at school, whom, as a social media
consultant in 2020, is forced to revisit her relationship with both mother and
daughter when a remake of the Ponti films comes up at work. Singapore’s
cultural context and burgeoning cosmopolitanism plays a formative role in the
story. Slick capitalist development seemingly supersedes Southeast Asian
mythology and superstition. Monsters — made-up and metaphorical — haunt

and shape the self-perceptions of all three women.

Publication History:
Ponti was published by Picador (London) in April 2018 and by Simon & Schuster (New

York) in September 2018. It has been translated into nine languages.
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PART ONE | Cultural Stereotypes and Self-

Perception in Contemporary Singaporean Diasporic
Fiction
Hwee Hwee Tan’s Mammon Inc., Wena Poon’s Lions in Winter, and

Cheryl Lu-lien Tan’s Sarong Party Girls



INTRODUCTION| Diasporic Singaporean Fiction and the
Stereotype: A Chronological Study of the Postcolonial Singaporean
Wiriter in the Global Literary Marketplace

This thesis springs from an ongoing critical and practice-based inquiry into the politics of
representation for the diasporic Singaporean writer. It adopts the central premise that
cultural stereotypes and a degree of self-stereotyping (whether complicit, explicit, or
incidental) are endemic in the fictional depiction of Singaporean Chinese identity as
informed by the cultural contingencies of the global literary marketplace. Part One, a
critical essay in three chapters, explores the ways in which cultural stereotypes are a
troublesome, troubling, yet inextricable byproduct of writing about Singapore from a
position of diasporic removal. Part Two, a novel written about Singapore from a position
of diasporic removal, attempts to enact strategies to utilise and subvert cultural
stereotypes.

Judith Wilson observes that ‘stereotypes flatten — squash a world of troublesome
variety, an extraordinary range of depths, substances, textures into smooth, neat,
intellectual fast food orders,” yet she also acknowledges the paradoxical centrality of
stereotypes to the creation of culture and art due to their readily associative functions as
‘convenient cultural shorthand’ without which we would get lost ‘in a forest of
indecipherable signs [...] [and] particularizing details.? Wilson’s description of
stereotypes as ‘fast food orders’ is especially incisive and pertinent to my discussion, as it
draws attention to the dynamics of production and consumption as well as the influence
of global capitalism on art. In the context of fiction, the task of the writer involves
balancing shorthand with specific, emotive detail and occasionally harnessing the
generalizing qualities of stereotypes in order to progress the narrative.

For the diasporic Singaporean writer, this balancing act is radically affected by her
highly particular and largely critically sidelined subject position, as well as socio-culturally
informed shifts of self-perception. Self-perception, I argue, is directly related to the social

perception of readership (a form of cultural consumption, subject to the influence of

" Judith Wilson, ‘Stereotypes, Or a Picture Is Worth a Thousand Lies’, in Prisoners of
Image: Ethnic and Gender Stereotypes (New York: The Alternative Museum, 1989),
pp. 20-21, (p. 20).

* Ibid., p. 20.



global capitalism as well as the writer’s own located or developed sense of self in the
world) and anxiety over the value ascribed to postcolonial literary works. Gail Low
describes this value as ‘less a quality that resides in texts per se and more a quality ascribed
to texts by culture, communities and institutions which receive and circulate these texts
according to regimes of value.” As further explored in this thesis, these regimes of value
(which include, non-exhaustively, the ways in which a work is packaged, marketed,
distributed, displayed, reviewed, and awarded prizes) are, owing to the dominance of
Western publishers, inherently Western-oriented and Eurocentrically normative in
nature. The stereotype is relevant to the present discussion due to how it draws attention
to the representation of otherness, as well as its interconnectedness with reading strategies
and modes of reception. In their essay ‘Stereotypes and Representation in Fiction,” Ruth
Amossy and Therese Heidingsfeld observe that ‘the stereotype stands at the junction of
text and reading. It is necessarily reliant on an aesthetics of reception.® Cultural
stereotyping in fiction insidiously categorises authors and works along shifting lines of
marginality and dominance, focalizing the marketability of difference and the politics of
representation.

The politics of representation are of particularly pressing concern to the diasporic
Singaporean writer who has multiple attachments to their milieu of settlement, home
country, and different spheres of diasporic community (fellow Singaporeans, or fellow
ethnic Chinese or Indians, for example). Time and again, the question arises and we
cannot escape it: where do we write from? Is it a place, a polity, or an emotional site
subject to constant flux and interpellation? Do we write from a wound, as trauma culture
and trauma aesthetics would suggest? Cultural stereotypes are the bane of the diasporic
writer’s literary praxis due to the complex relationship between location, identity and the
act of stereotyping, which is reflected in the structure and demands of the global literary
marketplace.

Stereotypes form the focus of a diverse range of transdisciplinary research, from

> Gail Low, Publishing the Postcolonial, (New York: London: Routledge, 2012), p. 122.
* Ruth Amossy and Therese Heidingsfeld, ‘Stereotypes and Representation in Fiction’,
Poetics Today, 5.4 (1984), 689700 (p. 690).

> For examples of this, see Jill Bennett, Empathic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and
Contemporary Art (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005), p. 5; Laurie
Vickroy, Trauma and Survival in Contemporary Fiction (Charlottesville: University of
Virginia Press, 2002), p. 221; Stef Craps, Postcolonial Witnessing Trauma out of
Bounds (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), pp. 124-27.



Sander Gilman’s psychoanalytical study Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality,
Race and Madness® to J. Michael Dash’s inquiry of national stereotypes in Haitian and
American imaginative literature’ and most recently, Caroline Rosenthal, Laurenz
Volmann, and Uwe Zagratzki’s exploration of cultural stereotypes in the context of the
neighbourly Other in literature and film.*

Walter Lipmann developed and popularised the usage of the term ‘stereotype’
from its original and literal 1798 definition of ‘method of printing from a plate” to the
conception we know today: that of a ‘distorted picture or image in a person’s mind, not
based on personal experience but derived culturally’.'’ Lippman describes how ‘in the great
blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we pick out what our culture has already
defined for us, and we tend to perceive that which we have picked out in the form
stereotyped for us by our culture’.!" This quotation from his seminal 1922 work Public
Opinion remains highly relevant, although his definition is too broad. As a mode of
cultural expression, literary stereotypes transmit and perpetuate historical and collective
identifications in a ‘blooming, buzzing’ increasingly globalised and technologically
connected world.

The word ‘stereotype’ is deployed without formal definition in both everyday life
and even in critical texts whose titles contain it.'> In its popular modern usage, the
Cambridge English Dictionary defines it as ‘a set idea that people have about what
someone or something is like, especially an idea that is vvrong.’13 Gordon Allport frames

the stereotype within the psychology of prejudice as ‘an exaggerated belief associated with

% Sander L. Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and
Madness (New York: Cornell University Press, 1985).

7 J. Michael Dash, Haiti and the United States: National Stereotypes and the Literary
Imagination, 2nd edn (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1997).

® Laurenz Volkmann, Uwe Rosenthal, Caroline Zagratzki, Disrespected Neighbo(u)rs
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2018).

? Stereotype (n.) <https://www.etymonline.com/word/stereotype> [accessed 12 July
2017]

' Walter Lippman, Public Opinion (New York: Greenbook Publications, LLC, 2010),
p. 55.

"' bid., p. 55.

2 For examples, see: Michelle Matson, ‘The Function of the Cultural Stereotype in
Minor Literature: Alev Tekinay’s Short Stories’, Monetshefte, 89.1 (1997), 68—84.;
James D.J. Brown, ‘A Stereotype, Wrapped in a Cliché, inside a Caricature: Russian
Foreign Policy and Orientalism’, Politics, 30.3 (2010), 149-59.

3 *STEREOTYPE | Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary’
<https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/stereotype> [accessed 5 December
2018].



a category. Its function is to justify (rationalise) our conduct in relation to that
category.'* The exaggerative nature of the stereotype and its function as a mode of
representation link it, arguably, to the practice of fiction.

Indeed, a common criticism levied on literary works is that characters are
stereotyped or the story itself is stereotypical — typically to suggest a kind of flatness,
paucity of depth or narrative empathy, a broad-stroke coarseness or one-dimensionality of
depiction. These are highly subjective assessments, and perhaps due to this subjectivity
and ubiquitous colloquial usage, the term ‘stereotype’ is conspicuously absent from 7he
Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms." The Dictionary of Literary Terms does, however,
include the concept of the Other, defined as ‘a site or location upon which we project all
the qualities that we— as individual subjects, social groups or even nations—most fear, or
dislike, about ourselves. In other words, the Other is a social construct.'®

In ‘The Other Question’, Homi K. Bhabha foregrounds the ‘productive
ambivalence’” of stereotyping the Other in colonial discourse as a means of attending to
the contradictory impulses of colonial power relations, and that stereotypes ‘must be told
(compulsively) again and afresh™ to perpetuate the otherness. Bhabha proposes that the
dialectic between colonial self and colonised Other is fraught with an ambivalence
revealed through the repetitive invocation of stereotypes. There is an imagined coherence
to stereotypes that is undermined by the internal contradictions in stereotypical
descriptors. Constructions of otherness are construed as ‘simultaneously inside and outside
Western knowledge’ so as ‘to account for the strangeness of other peoples”’ thereby
bringing them within the perimeters and Western frames of reference, whilst
simultaneously maintaining a sense of distance. Michael Pickering suggests that the

Other is a ‘more fashionable successor™ to the concept of the stereotype but that both

'* Gordon Allport, The Nature of Prejudice (Cambridge, MA: Addison Wesley, 1954),
p. 191.

1 Peter Childs, The Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms, 3rd edition (London:
Routledge, 2005).

' Tbid., p. 164.

" Homi K. Bhabha, ‘The Other Question: Stereotype, Discrimination and the Discourse
of Colonialism’, in The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 2004), pp. 66—84 (p.
67).

¥ Ibid., p.111.

% Michael Pickering, Stereotyping: The Politics of Representation (Basingstoke:
Palgrave, 2001), p. xi.



share ‘cultural and psychological processes involved in self/other relations [...] [operating]
as strategies of symbolic containment and risk.”' Cultural otherness and othering is the
central logic of cultural stereotyping, and is what makes cultural stereotypes deserving of
closer critical consideration. Other critics such as Rey Chow and Sander Gilman similarly
evoke the link between stereotyping and the Other in the psychoanalytic context™ and
that of cross-ethnic cultural transactions.”

By focusing on stereotypes in diasporic Singaporean Anglophone fiction we can
gain valuable insight into the cultural particularities and uncertainties underpinning
Singaporean identity. Identity is always posited in relation to modes of difference, and
this thesis examines the role of the stereotype in mediating difference. Firstly, on a macro
level, in terms of how the critical purchase of the stereotype extends to issues of national
identity, otherness, and ambivalence over the Singaporean writer’s marginal position in
the global literary marketplace, and secondly on a micro level, in terms of the politics of
representation in the use of written Standard English in a multilingual country subjected
to linguistic imperialism.

In this thesis, I undertake a critical analysis of the works of three diasporic
Singaporean Chinese writers in order to consider how the postcolonial author’s
marginality and attempts at self-definition and self-critique are filtered through the
shifting discourse of literary stereotypes. Hwee Hwee Tan (b. 1974), Wena Poon (b.
1974), and Cheryl Lu-lien Tan (b. 1975) are contemporaries who emigrated to the
United States and United Kingdom (although Tan has since returned to Singapore).
They were all born after Singapore gained independence in 1965, within the same two
years, yet their respective works represent chronological progressions in Singaporean self-
perception (filtered resultantly into literary representations of Singapore and Singaporean
identity) and the authorial and artistic anxieties that come with depicting the nation-state
from afar, subject to processes of value which have been governed by market flows
dictated by Western consumption. Will this change in the future, with China’s

ascendance in the world economy and as a global power with increasing cultural clout to

2! Pickering., p. xi.

* Sander L. Gilman, Difference and Pathology: Stereotypes of Sexuality, Race, and
Madness (New York: Cornell University Press, 1985), p. 20.

» Rey Chow, The Protestant Ethnic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2002), p. 66.
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the extent that Hollywood is increasingly pursuing China-focused endeavors® How
would a Sino-centric publishing marketplace look, given Chinese Singaporeans’ complex
relationship with Chinese identity? That is a question for a whole other thesis several years
in the future, but bears mentioning given the centrality of Singaporean Chinese identity
to the present discussion. The following three chapters analyze the ways in which
Singaporean Chinese anxieties, manifested in cultural stereotypes, are arguably entangled
in Western readership expectations and the reception of these works in the global literary
marketplace.

This thesis argues that stereotypes are a vital and under-theorised critical
tramework to meaningfully examine literary depictions of Singaporean diasporic identity.
This is due to the way stereotypes draw attention to the politics of representation, self-
perception, and the figure of the Other — all of which relate to the ongoing national
process of mapping and defining Singaporean identity in all of its complexities and
contradictions. Centering stereotypes as a critique of identity politics takes into account
the malleability in self-perception of the nation-state as conveyed in Singaporean fiction,
as well as the historical powerlessness of this former colony in controlling its own
representation. My analysis of three diasporic Singaporean texts sheds light on the specific
challenges and complexities of representing hybridised Singaporean identity in an ever-
changing global economy and literary landscape. The cultural stereotype — under which I
include racial and sexual clichés and caricatures — might seem, on the face of it and by
very definition, to lack theoretical nuance. Such a study in the context of Singaporean
fiction has not been undertaken in the field of postcolonial Southeast Asian literature.
This thesis focalises the stereotype as a productive and illuminating critical lens through
which we can identify and contextualise the interlocking social, historical, and political
conditions that underpin literary representations of the Singaporean subject position in
the global imaginary.

Singaporean identity is complex and contentious, and Singaporean diasporic
identity even more so. Singapore is a multilingual and multiethnic city-state that has
undergone a rapid economic and developmental trajectory since it gained independence
— first from British colonialism in 1963, and then from the Federation of Malaysia on 9

August 1965. Social and national imaginaries are constantly being reconfigured in line

** For an example of this analysis, see Xu Song, ‘Hollywood Movies and China:
Analysis of Hollywood Globalization and Relationship Management in China’s Cinema
Market’, Global Media & China, 3.3 (2018), 177-94.
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with state policies, world events, and moments of historical significance, such as SG50 in
2015, Singapore’s fiftieth anniversary of independence. SG50 was a landmark year that
coincided with the death of the founding Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, catalyzing a
period of intense national self-reflection. For a country composed of immigrants, of
whom Singaporean Chinese make up the majority (74%) followed by Malays (13%) and
Indians (9.2%),” concepts of nationhood and the homeland are complex at best and
notional at worst. For such a rapidly developing country, imaginaries of nostalgia and
identity are complex: Khoo Sim Eng and Anthony R. Guneratne observe ‘a discourse that
is central to much of Singaporean literature [is] a fond remembrance of a vanished past
combined with a pragmatic realization that change is not only inevitable but
desirable.”**This sense of inevitable change draws attention to the fluid, unstable quality of
Singaporean identity and nostalgic stereotypes of a vanished past can be used as a means
of attempting to pin down this shifting sense of identity.

The critical nuances of the Singaporean subject positioning have been largely
sidelined or subsumed under the blanket term of postcolonial studies, outside of a niche
area of Southeast Asian literary scholarship. Leading Southeast Asian scholar Philip
Holden argues that the postcolonial literary field must be recontextualised self-
consciously in order to address Singapore’s cultural and historical position: one that ‘sits
awkwardly between global imaginaries neither quite part of the West nor the South.”” As
Holden puts it, Singapore is an exceptional postcolonial space: highly modernised with
rapid economic development, neoliberal, and devoid of a history of widespread violent
anti-colonial struggle. Cheryl Narumi Naruse and Weihsin Gui similarly describe
Singapore as an exceptional space ‘where national, postcolonial and global discourses
intersect in both determinative and discordant ways.”® This thesis argues that in literary

representations of Singapore, these competing discourses play out jarringly in the form of

*>2010 Singapore Census.
https://www.singstat.gov.sg/publications/cop2010/cop2010adr [accessed 12 June 2017].
* Khoo Sim Eng and Anthony R. Guneratne, ‘A Singaporean Sense of Place: Urban
Transformation and Postcolonial Ambivalence in Koh Buck Song’s Bugis Street’ in
Interlogue: Studies in Singapore Literature Vol. 1. Fiction, ed. by Kirpal Singh
(Singapore: Ethos Books, 1998), pp. 93—104 (p. 95).

*" Philip Holden, ‘Postcolonial desire: placing Singapore’, Postcolonial Studies, 11.3
(2008), pp.345-361, (p.358).

* Cheryl Narumi Naruse and Weihsin Gui, ‘Singapore and the

Intersections of Neoliberal Globalization and Postcoloniality’, Interventions, 18.4
(2016), pp. 473482 (p. 474).




cultural stereotypes. Diasporic Singaporean writers use stereotypes to anxiously fill in the
interstitial ambivalences that dominate and, to a large extent, define the Singaporean
subject positioning.

My desire to analyze diasporic Singaporean writers stems from a direct inquiry of
my own subject positioning and creative practice, as well as the belief that the issues of
identity construction and notions of homeland and belonging evoked by diasporas causally
relate to essentialism and stereotyping. lIen Ang defines diasporas as ‘transnational,
spatially and temporally sprawling sociocultural formations of people, creating imagined
communities whose blurred and fluctuating boundaries are sustained by real and/or
symbolic ties to the original ‘homeland.”These associations and attachments to the
notional homeland, she maintains, are constantly in flux; the ‘diasporic paradigm is
necessarily unstable,” even more so in a hybridised global city such as Singapore.
Diaspora is movement, by definition, and is also one of the ‘key instances and symptoms
of today’s globalizing world [...] suitable [...] for reflection on the ramifications of
globalization.”" Robbie B.H. Goh advocates a theoretical approach toward diasporas that
acknowledges ‘the duality of diasporas— simultaneously an estranging distancing, as well
as a perpetuated connectivity’causing ‘tensions inherent in multiple affiliations and
contested relations™ and indeed all three works that I examine appear to express an
ambivalent attitude toward mixed affiliations through their depictions of multifarious
Singaporean identity.

The fluidity and instability of Singaporean identity makes notions of diaspora and
hybridity even more contested. Avtar Brah posits that the concept of diaspora draws
attention to a complex ‘homing desire’, as distinct from a desire for a ‘homeland’. This
distinction is important [...] because not all diasporas sustain an idealogy of

‘return’.**Brah is cautious of an oversimplified notion of hybrid and diasporic identity,

* Ten Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese: Living Between Asia and the West (London:
Routledge, 2001) p. 25.

% 1bid., p. 40.

! bid., p. 75.

32 Robbie B.H. Goh, ‘Introduction: The Culture of Asian Diasporas:
Intergrating/Interrogating (Im)migration, Habitus, Textuality’ in Asian Diasporas:
Cultures, Identities, Representations, ed. Robbie B.H. Goh and Shawn Wong (Hong
Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2004). pp. 1-13, p.12.

 Ibid., p.9.

3* Avtar Brah, ‘Introduction’ in Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities
(Gender, Racism, Ethnicity) (London: Routledge, 1996), p.16.
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instead emphasizing the need to address ‘the specificity of political and cultural
processes™ at different historical moments. In this thesis, I demonstrate that the structure
of the global literary marketplace, Singapore’s specific geographic and historical position
and history result in a form of problematised hybridity that generates stereotyping in
these diasporic writers’ attempts to mediate difference and a ‘homing desire’ that is more
complex and dynamic than a longing for an idealized homeland.*

Robert Young argues that hybridity, by its definition ‘suggests the impossibility of
essentialism,”” thereby setting it up in opposition to the essentialist and reductive nature
of stereotyping. Bhabha furthers this point about hybridity negating essentialism when he
describes how it ‘works with, and within, the cultural design of the present to reshape our
understanding of the interstices — social and psychic — that link signs of cultural similitude
with emergent signifiers™ of otherness. Yet Bhabha is also aware of the deconstructive,
contradictory potential inherent in his own notion of hybridity, describing it as an
frresolvable, borderline culture™®that both highlights and perpetuates a space for
untranslatable problems of identification and hybrid aesthetics. However, Young observes
that hybridity ‘shows that we are still locked into parts of the ideological network of a
culture that we think and presume we have surpassedthrough its reinscription of
essentialist notions of identity even as the term itself seeks to deconstruct or critique
essentialist notions of race. The persistence of reductive and racialised thinking in
theorizing hybridity invokes the stereotype and stereotyping. Like stereotyping, hybridity
creates ‘new social spaces to which new meanings are given.*!

Hybridity has become an increasingly vague concept in the age of the Internet,
which arguably throws all cultural signs and signifiers into a constant mix and flow. The

cultural hybrid protagonists of Mammon Inc. and Lions in Winter seem more unsettled

> Brah., p.11.

*® Tbid., p.16.

3" Robert J.C Young, Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (London:
New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 27.

¥ Homi K. Bhabha, ‘Foreword’ in Debating Cultural Hybridity: Multicultural Identities
and the Politics of Anti-Racism, ed. Pnina Werbner and Tariq Modood (London: Zed
Books, 2015), pp. ix—xiii (p. ix).

3 Homi K Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London; New York: Routledge, 2004),
p.225.

*0 Robert Young, ‘The Cultural Politics of Hybridity’ from The Postcolonial Studies
Reader, ed. Bill Ashcroft (London: Routledge, 2006), pp. 158-162, p.159.

I Robert JC Young, Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction, 1st Edition (Oxford ;
New York: OUP Oxford, 2003), p.79.
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than enlightened by their identity positioning. The syncretism increasingly generated by
the rapid dissemination of information through technology as well as the circulation of
people through globalisation arguably devalorises hybridity’s potential as the opposite of
stereotyping. In fact, hybridity may share some traits in common with stereotypes in
terms of malleability and social responsiveness, with this shared malleability signaling that
the cultural concept of hybridity is complicit with the essentialising nature of the
stereotype, which corroborates Young’s argument that ‘there is an historical stemma
between the cultural concepts of our own day and those of the past from which we tend
to assume that we have distanced ourselves.** Ella Shohat emphasises the mutable quality
of hybridity by describing it as ‘an unending, unfinalizable process which preceded
colonialism and will continue after it.” Hybridity stands for less an achieved synthesis or
prescribed formula than an unstable constellation of discourses.*

In contrast, however, Shohat holds that Eurocentrism ‘is a form of vestigial
thinking which permeates and structures contemporary practices’ in a recognisable way,
projecting linear historical trajectories and exonerating ‘Western history while patronizing
and even demonizing the non-West.* Even in a present where cultural hybridity is
ubiquitous in the form of a diversity of cultures and globalised cultural mixing,
Eurocentric norms ‘remain hegemonic™ as the linguistic legacy of colonialism. English as
the lingua franca of Singapore serves as a reminder of colonial power. As Shohat explains,
‘Janguage forms the site where political struggles are engaged both collectively and
intimately [...] linguistic exchange is shaped by power relations [...] the imperializing
language exercises a kind of phallic power and attraction.® To the Anglophone
Singaporean writer, such a historically charged dynamic is nested within the decision to
write in English itself, and this arguably funnels down to the self-perception of the
cultural value of one’s own work as subjugated within these Eurocentric structures of
power.

In his discussion of postcolonialism, postcoloniality, and cultural capital, Huggan
draws upon the theoretical model of Pierre Bourdieu, who describes cultural value and

capital as ‘a complex process of legitimation negotiated through the interactions between

*2Young, Colonial Desire, p.27.

* Ella Shohat and Robert Stam, Unthinking Eurocentrism: Multiculturalism and the
Media, (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 42.

* Shohat, p. 3.

* Ibid., p. 13.

* Ibid., p. 193.
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the producers and consumers of symbolic goods.””” Huggan contextualises this in the case
of the writer whose ‘dominant definition™ is legitimised and governed by ‘an overarching,
if historically shifting, field of cultural production.” Relating the dominant definition to
Singaporean self-perception, it is unsurprising that the relationship of the Anglophone
Singaporean writer to the English language is not a neutral one. Rather, it is freighted
with colonial and local power dynamics and carries connotations of class and race. In the
context of postcolonial authorship, Huggan argues that ‘Anglophone writers feel
pressured or persuaded to represent their respective cultures, and to translate those
cultures for an unfamiliar metropolitan readership’.”® He considers whether this
representativeness is a function of the postcolonial Anglophone writers’ inscription in the
margins, or the mainstream Western demand for an ‘authentic’ but easily translatable
marginal voice” that spoon-feeds an unthreatening form of cultural otherness to a willing
audience. To further his point, I believe that literary stereotypes both perpetuate and
typify this demand for authenticity and recognisable cultural otherness.

In a 2000 speech inaugurating the ‘Speak Good English Movement, the then
Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong said that ‘English is not our native language nor are
English culture and customs our culture and customs. But for practical reasons, and
because we are a multi-racial society, Singaporeans accept English as our working
language.”™ The ‘Speak Good English’ movement discouraged the use of Singlish, the
colloquial vernacular of Singaporean English, which Goh described as ‘a corrupted form
of English.® English as the enforced lingua franca and language of trade and commerce
serves as a constant reminder of Singapore’s colonial past and the space it occupies in a
globalizing world economy. Pursuant to section 153A (2) of the Constitution of the

Republic of Singapore, it is Malay that is the national language of Singapore (emphasis

*7 Graham Huggan, The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins (London:
Routledge, 2001), p. 4.
* Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), p. 42.
* Huggan, p. 5.
>0 Ibid., p. 26.
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Saturday 29 April 2000 at the Institute of Technical Education Headquarters
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%oeeches-2004/pm-goh-chok-tong-2000/> [accessed 5 June 2015].
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mine) and Malay, Mandarin, Tamil and English are the four official languages—™* this
formal division symbolically acknowledges Singapore’s indigenous connection with
Malaysia, and plays down the dominance of English as the language of administration
and international commerce.

Gol’s justification of English as the main working language ‘for practical reasons’
over the other three languages that it shares statutory significance with is striking. It
highlights the interpellated function of English as practical communication, and its
centrality in the public consciousness. Canonical British texts by writers such as William
Shakespeare, Thomas Hardy, and Geoffrey Chaucer dominate the Literature curriculum
despite calls for reform and the inclusion of more local works.*

In their survey of how Singaporean students respond to the local literature
curriculum, Rozita Dass, Anne Chapman, and Marnie O’Neill observe that literature is
placed on ‘very low priority”™ and its ‘ambivalent position in the curriculum and in [terms
of] its contribution to Singapore society is also a result of its continued close ties to its
colonial heritage.” What results in Singaporean literary self-perception is a default
orientation toward the Western canon with less interest in or even a distrust of local
perspectives; in the 2015 National Literary Reading and Writing Survey, the top reasons
cited for not reading Singaporean literature were a lack of interest in local literature, a
preference of reading works by non-Singaporean authors, and a lack of exposure to local
authors and local literary works. Only one in four of those surveyed had read books by
Singaporean writers.”® As Shirley Geok-lin Lim observes, many Singaporean novelists
‘come from the English-educated elite, and their versions of national identity present

subtly nuanced reflections and social criticism crossed by complicity in dominant state

>* Section 153A. (1), ‘Constitution of the Republic of Singapore: Singapore Statutes
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and class interests.”” As evidenced by the survey findings, the elite status of Anglophone
Singaporean writing seemingly alienates it from the majority of its potential local
readership.

Owing to the cultural dominance of European literary canons and the clout of
Western publishers, postcolonial novels are subjugated by the unarticulated Eurocentric
aesthetic norms of mainstream literary publishing® — normative features such as all-
white narrators and Western settings. There exists a tendency for Western gatekeepers to
perceive writers of postcolonial literatures as ‘native informants for the societies and
cultures they imaginatively represent,” a pressure that Hwee Hwee Tan acknowledges,
and which will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter 1.

In her study of Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace, Sarah
Brouillette highlights how marginality links the cultural production of postcolonial
writers with attempts at authorial agency, ‘through habitual, ritualized kinds of self-
conscious positioning.”” Brouillette acknowledges that ‘self-consciousness about socio-
cultural identity and positioning has become an essential, expected feature of
contemporary culture transcending the bounds of the postcolonial field. In Creating
Postcolonial Literature, Caroline Davis explores the socio-cultural construction of literary
value with regards to African literature and African and British literary marketplaces,
while Huggan in The Postcolonial Exotic undertakes detailed studies of the Canadian and
Australian multicultural contexts. However, Singapore is not included in the above
studies and the re-Orientalist qualities specific to the Singaporean Anglophone literary
context deserve focused critical attention.

This thesis extends the discussion of the link between postcolonial literary
production with marginality to consider how the cultural stereotypes identified in each
work are an expression of deep-seated anxiety and a form of equivocation over the
authors’ diasporic Singaporean subject positioning. All three of the works I analyze are set

in contemporary Singapore and saturated in self-conscious cultural stereotypes. I infer
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that these stereotypes are self-consciously rather than reflexively deployed due to the
common theme in all three works of the questioning and formulation of stereotyped
identities. The explanatory yet ambivalent nature of the stereotype provides a useful
reading strategy for examining how these texts work to negotiate the borders of their
construction: between the practice of fiction and the author’s biographical specificity,
between Singapore and the West, belonging and unbelonging.

My research attempts to understand the evolving concerns and aesthetics of the
diasporic Singaporean Chinese female writer working in English, through analyzing these
case studies chronologically, thus charting a pathway of Singapore’s literary development
as embedded within ongoing critical discussions of transnationalism, globalisation and the
reception of postcolonial literary texts.

To do this, I refer to Mrinalini Chakravorty’s argument that stereotypes have a

‘particular representational force within Anglophone literature,

serving as ‘the global
commodity par excellence whose appearance obscures even as it reveals social differences
that structure the world® and, by extension, the global literary marketplace. Chakravorty,
in her comprehensive study of cultural stereotypes and how they provide insight into the
ethics and reach of global literature, emphasises how, due to their ambivalent nature,
stereotypes ‘allow us both to discern the utopian impulses of global fictions and to realize

their insertion within hierarchies of global power.’66

Both the application and
interpretation of stereotypes involves parsing overt and unacknowledged structures of
power and collective identifications in an age of globalised commodity culture.
Stereotypes are an inherent feature of how we inhabit and disseminate culture and also
serve as a means of tracing self-perception on both an individual and collective level.”
The way we form newer stereotypical perceptions and self-identify involves the constant
comparison and recasting of taxonomies of verisimilitude, proximity, and difference.

At the same time, I argue, by virtue of their generality, cultural stereotypes
function as a means of equivocation in diasporic Singaporean fiction, an anxious

avoidance of the uncertainties of cultural and national identity positioning. Stereotyping

can serve as a method of deflection, an over-determination or over-compensation for
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uncertainty. Stereotypes can work as placeholders or doublespeak to fill ambiguous gaps
in one’s subjectivity. These literary stereotypes thrive and perpetuate within a broader
cultural milieu that reinforces Eurocentric structures of power within the global literary
marketplace and the Western-dominated publishing sphere. The value ascribed to the
works of postcolonial writers is subject to processes of exoticised consumption. Anis
Shivani argues that Western critics appreciate and reward depictions of the exoticized
East founded in ‘the nostalgia of expatriate writers [...] fully conscious of the role that
nostalgia serves in compensating for the middle-class western reader’s own discomfort at
the dislocations surrounding him.® Shivani’s analysis makes a trenchant point about the
Orientalist overtones of paternalistic Western approval of postcolonial works that
demonstrates the ‘apparent internalization [...] of the most egregious [...] stereotypes
[...] that enact the commodification of exoticised Orientalism.” However, it is too
cynically dismissive of the ‘nostalgia’ of diasporic writers and risks essentialism or even
ethnocentrism by asserting what is and is not an ‘authentic perception.”

In order to address such unhelpfully harsh essentialism I want to turn to Annie
Gagiano’s useful concept of the ‘affiliative critique’.”' Gagiano uses the affiliative critique
to describe women writers who ‘hold the nation to account even as they indicate their
continuing allegiance to it in their texts —despite the authors” physical relocation to other
countries and continents.”” The texts I have selected — two novels, Mammon Inc. (2001),
and Sarong Party Girls (2017), and one short story collection, Lions in Winter (2009) —
are representative of an emerging corpus of works by diasporic Singaporean Chinese
women who deploy an affiliative critique of Singaporean by harnessing or subverting
cultural stereotypes to both point out and embrace certain flawed tendencies in
Singaporean society or social behaviors. In so doing, to quote Gagiano, they vivify as
much as critique their national cultures in their texts.”

Shivani’s exegesis stands in stark contrast to Gagiano’s more forgiving reading of

diasporic writers. Shivani borrows from Stanley Fish’s theory of ‘boutique
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multiculturalism”* — “fetishised symbols [...] ...that the westerner feels at home in™ to
scathingly critique the work of Amit Chaudhuri, Pankaj Mishra and Manil Suri. To
Shivani, these writers are guilty of portraying an India ‘palatable to the bourgeois western
reader’.’® Such a reading carries an inflection of emotionality and bitterness. Furthermore,
it attributes a disproportionate amount of responsibility on writers to depict their
countries in a subjectively satisfactory way — to whom and how? — that would lead to
more essentialism. Such an approach apportions too much agency to authors alone and
does not account for the overlapping structural, institutional, and commercial factors
overseeing the publication of these works, nor the possibility that these stories were not
necessarily written with ‘the western consumer-reader’s desire for coldly comparative

fodder”” in mind.

Gagiano defines a successful affiliative critique as ‘a critique that balances a sense
of national bondedness with lucid articulation of social flaws and damaged histories.”I
am interested in exploring the nuanced, barbed dynamic of identification and internalised
dismissal in my own work and approaches to Singaporean texts. In her study of world

literature and the international book market, Ann Steiner cites the example of how Stieg

Larsson, an internationally bestselling author, is nonetheless

not seen as a typical Swedish author in his own country, where his work’s affinities
with British and American crime fiction have been stressed in [...] critique. Even
though the stories take place in Stockholm and other identifiable places [...] it is

not regarded as fiction that depicts Swedish national characteristics.®

The criticisms levied against Larsson by Swedish critics can be interpreted as an affiliative
critique in the context I propose, even though the exigencies of Swedish authorship differ
from that of Singaporean authorship radically. What constitutes the national

characteristics of a country as applied in fiction? What constitutes a ‘typical’ Swedish or
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Singaporean author? Do thematic or stylistic affinities with Anglo-American literary
traditions diminish authenticity or discredit a work’s aesthetic ties to its home country? I
attempt to apply an affiliative critique across the following three chapters, in order to
demonstrate the overall argument that cultural constructions of fluid, shifting
Singaporean identity gives rise to stereotypes and clichés. This is due to the unstable and
protean neoliberal construction of Singaporean identity, which is inherently hybrid in
nature. Stereotypes in these texts operate as a form of cultural currency that enables
writing from Singapore, a relatively marginalized and understudied field of literature, to
become legible and recognizable to Western readers.

These strategic forms of exoticisation raises questions about the ways in which
these stereotypes fill in or seek to address the inherent institial ambivalences of
Singaporean identity. The following chapters explore how the literary deployment of
stereotypes may be an attempt to address its hybridity and also evidences anxious
prevarication over diasporic Singaporean Chinese identity and an Anglophilic subject
position.

The chapters are arranged chronologically, beginning with Tan’s novel Mammon
Inc. Tan’s mobilisation of cultural stereotypes and clichés both satirises and is complicit in
the cultural reductiveness that comes with globalised commodity culture. The novel’s
thematic concerns with the ambivalence of Singaporean identity in relation to neoliberal
and postcolonial discourse reflect historical and ongoing tensions at the heart of
Singaporean cultural representation. I turn to the genre of hysterical realism in order to

31 The novel is

describe Tan’s ambitious attempt to ‘turn fiction into social theory.
jammed with pop-cultural references and dramatizes the act of cultural stereotyping by
pitting Orientalism against Occidentalism and religion against commerce.

The cross-cultural conflicts and cultural and corporate stereotypes in Mammon
Inc. raise important questions about identity formation that pertain to our understanding
of postcolonial diasporic literature. The proliferation of cultural references in the novel
suggests a constant, anxious awareness of readership expectations, and draws attention to
the politics of readership and reception. Who do we (Singaporean diasporic novelists)

write for? Who is our perceived readership? I believe that a ‘perceived readership’ is a

markedly different notion to the easily conflated ‘imagined reader,’” the positive, creatively
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catalyzing figure whom the writer projects affective, highly personal attachments upon.
The writer wants a kinship with the imagined reader, and a negotiation with the perceived
readership. The dialogue between the author and imagined reader is intimate and
interpersonal, whereas the relationship between the postcolonial author and their
perceived readership is impersonal and perhaps depersonalizing, reducing the writer and
the writing to a series of commercial, racial, and cultural categories. The notion of
perceived readership is thus riddled with the self-conscious consideration of market
conditions and Eurocentric modes of reception.

Ever since the late 90s, when the development of the arts scene in Singapore was
accorded national priority, cultural policy in Singapore has been linked to artistic
production in the form of the funding plans to make Singapore a ‘Renaissance City’ and a
‘Global City for the Arts’.® The development of a culturally authentic literature is
therefore largely facilitated by the progress of the national literary scene. The small size
and relative newness of the Singaporean literary scene reinforces a work’s collective and
political value. The onerous weight of expectation and the demand for authenticity of
depiction can partly be attributed to the smaller pool of literary production. Furthermore,
novels from Singapore (as opposed to neighboring Malaysia) have received relatively little
international critical and commercial attention, as Eddie Tay has noted in his survey of
Singaporean and Malaysian literature.*This results in pressure for each work, whether
directly or indirectly, to bear the brunt of a national level of cultural and artistic
expectation.

Added to this, the notion of Singaporean cultural identity is itself contentious and
traught, constantly being revised and questioned in light of recent historical milestones
such as SG50 in 2015, the 50th anniversary of national independence, which coincided
with the death of nationally recognised founding father and first Prime Minister of
Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew. With Singapore ranked 151st out of 180 countries on the

World Press Freedom Index* and its media being classified as ‘unfree’,”” overt and covert
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censorship raise the question about the freedom of artistic expression in such a context.

Notions of global citizenship take on a gendered aspect in the second and third
chapters. I focus on stereotypes in relation to gender roles to consider how nationalist
narratives of state and capital formation in Singapore have encouraged patriarchal gender
hierarchies. The second chapter interrogates how Wena Poon’s short story collection,
Lions in Winter, mobilises stereotypes of local and diasporic Singaporean identity
formation to present a form of literary nostalgia that inadvertently favours and reinforces
Western cultural hegemony, particularly through its constructions of Singaporean
masculinity. Evident across the collection is a sense of cultural otherness and feelings of
displacement and ambivalence, with a particular focus on threatened Asian masculinity
institutionalised by Singapore’s national service model and the ‘Asian values’ rhetoric.
Filial piety and the reinforcement of the Asian family unit have been espoused by Prime
Minister Lee Kuan Yew since the 1960s to justify a paternalistic and occasionally
undemocratic pattern of governance.*

The short story form, according to Holden, is a particular mode of expression in
Singaporean literary history that participates in the reflection of social reality and an
expression of Singaporean social action®” due to its brevity and ability to respond to
changing social conditions. The short story is particularly significant in relation to
Singaporean fiction due to the structural potential of the genre for fragments or vignettes
that, as Holden argues, ‘perhaps make it more successful in interrupting and interrogating
national narratives than the novel [...] and thus to question the conceptual categories
through which governance is manifest.*¥Jeremy H.C.S Davidson points out that the
modern short story in most Southeast Asian countries ‘began by copying an already
developed Western form but the sources of inspiration for local adaptations of the genre
are identifiably regional® due to aspects such as dialect, prose patterns and descriptions of

specific settings and social conditions. Davidson emphasises the ‘hybrid nature of the
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genre: the modern short story both preserves and can recall its mixed origins,*serving as
‘a self-conscious form of prose fiction'whose versatility and flexibility in length, structure
and subject matter allows writers to explore constructions of cultural otherness and social
commentary. As Davidson stresses, ‘a short story must limit itself to one central theme,
which makes it a very suitable vehicle for criticism of society.?

The majority of protagonists in Lions in Winter are English-educated, upwardly
mobile, elite Chinese Singaporeans with the economic imperatives and resources to
readily move between countries and cultural contexts. Poon’s stories demonstrate the
perspective of the migrant or disaffected local who is upwardly mobile, highly educated,
and prone to a dismissive stance toward the Singaporean everyday cultural milieu. Her
characters have adapted their behavior and self-perceptions in order to fit into their new
socio-cultural environments in the UK and the US, yet their social identification is elided
‘into the same racial trench as the other immigrants with yellow skin.”® The circulation of
racial stereotypes and stereotypical perceptions of Chinese people in Poon’s fiction evokes
the othering and blatant, reductive discrimination that her characters face, but also serves
to perpetuate Orientalist notions of the exoticised East.

The third chapter examines Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan’s Sarong Party Girls through the
lens of language and gendered, racialised stereotypes. I use the term ‘racialised’ rather than
‘racial’ deliberately, to take into account the socio-political charge that critiques and
overturns notions of a global Chineseness due to the internalised racism of Chinese
Singaporeans toward Mainland Chinese (often referred to, simply, as PRCs or
Mainlanders). Tan’s novel is written in the Singlish vernacular, which emphasises ‘the
interdependence of language and identity — you are what you speak.” This chapter
examines the political and social implications of Tan’s use of Singlish in Sarong Party
Girls. Situated within the corpus of postcolonial diasporic literature, I consider what this
linguistic decision reflects about the current reading and reception of works of
postcolonial diasporic literature. Is the publication of Saromg Party Girls a heartening
indication that the global literary marketplace is broadening its scope to take into account

more works of non-standard English and patois, or is it still the exception rather than the
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rule? The use of Singlish raises questions about the power dynamics inherent in language
and English as a colonizing lingua franca.

Finally, I turn to the function of the stereotype in relation to the figure of the
Sarong Party Girl. The Sarong Party Girl serves as the embodiment and contemporary
articulation of the Orientalist fantasy of the exotic Asian woman: a sexually wild but
outwardly demure good time girl.”> Unmarried, she represents both threat and betrayal to
the patriarchal sense of national order, enacted in state policy such as the Marriage and
Parenthood incentive and benefit packages aimed at making Singapore more ‘family-
friendly” in order to address declining birth rates.” The slur of the Sarong Party Girl is a
highly derogatory gendered trope that casts all women who roughly fit the mold
(unmarried, dating Western men) into the possibility of the stereotype. The stereotype of
the Asian fetishist, a white man who has settled in Southeast Asia, serves as a locus for
wider questions about the objectification, exploitation, and historical domination of Asian
temale bodies as well as ongoing Orientalist sexual dynamics that play out in work places
and social spaces. The novel centralises gender and sexual dynamics by introducing non-
Singaporean readers to the gendered, classist stereotypes of the Ah Beng and the Ah
Lian, as well as the stereotype that presents a sexual threat to Sarong Party Girls’
protagonists: the China girls.

The virulent disdain Jazzy feels toward mainland Chinese women in Sarong Party
Girls is representative of a widespread cultural anxiety and internalised racism felt by
Chinese Singaporeans. This forms part of a larger issue of identity and cultural
identification experienced by the Chinese diaspora. Ien Ang describes this issue as the

‘symbolic orientation toward the “homeland”,”® China as the cultural and geographical
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core of the Orient in relation to Occidental culture, to alienating effect. Of the three
works examined, Sarong Party Girls most successfully transcends an essentialist,
homogenizing depiction of Singapore through the nuanced characterisation of Jazzy, its
narrator. It harmonises with Gagiano’s model of an affiliative critique in how it balances
national allegiance with social commentary about the hypocrisy of sexual mores in
Singapore. I do wonder, as it is the most recent title, if this sensitivity and sophistication
of depiction is related to an international publishing marketplace that is becoming more
conducive to layered depictions of non-Western societies, but I suspect this is too hopeful

an assessment.

My research is driven by an autoethnographical desire to interrogate the
creative, existential, and commercial considerations that diasporic Singaporean writers
take on in their work. Heewon Chang defines autoethnography as the combination of
‘cultural analysis and interpretation with narrative details."” Robin M. Boylorn and Mark
P. Orbe describe autoethnography as ‘narrative ethnography, a bridge between [...]

cultural curiosities and personal lived experience."” According to them,

critical-cultural autoethnographies...interrogate stereotypes and canonical
narratives of normativity, create spaces for expansive, not limited, views of

identity, and seek intersectional analyses of our experiences.'%

By considering how ‘canonical narratives of normativity’ and ‘intersectional analyses’ of my
subject position affect my writing process, I hope to find productive and illuminating
ways to represent and articulate Singaporean identity through reflection, observation and
experience. Through interrogating my own identity position of simultaneous privilege and
disadvantage through autoethnographic narration, I strive to make an original and valid
contribution to the field of creative and critical writing.

As a Chinese Singaporean living in the United Kingdom, self-perception is a

pressing aesthetic and existential concern, and I feel the burden of cultural transmission in
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my own work. The anxiety of being a diasporic Singaporean Chinese writer is bound up
with Singapore’s position in the global literary marketplace as well as Singapore’s cultural
relation to the world. Donna Haraway’s concept of situatedness is useful in describing

how:

the subject position of a researcher is a located position produced within specific
socio-historical conditions and as a consequence the knowledge claims she or he
makes are derived from his or her locatedness. This locatedness is embodied and

as such is gendered, classed, raced, sexualized and shaped by ethnicity, age and

(dis)ability."”

This situatedness validates knowledge claims that are not necessarily ‘universal claims of
truth”® but are legimitised, Haraway contends, as ‘situated knowledge [...] [that] allows
us to become answereable for what we learn how to see.” Furthermore, Haraway argues
that the notion of situatedness works to challenge ‘all Western cultural narratives about
objectivity [which] are allegories of the ideologies governing the relations of what we call

mind and body, distance and responsibility.""

This makes autoethnographical
situatedness a suitable method of articulating postcolonial perspectives.

I am fascinated by stereotypes because I am afraid of them. I am fascinated by
how stereotypes and clichés come from the same shameful ontological family to me; how
both stereotypes and clichés are sometimes borne from small kernels of truth. I am afraid
of what stereotypes have to say about my own inarticulacy, my own subjectivity, and my
subjective loss for words. I am afraid of embodying a stereotype, or using too many of
them. Literary stereotypes are appalling at worst, tiresome at best. They connote a
disregard for or underestimation of the reader’s sensitivity or intelligence, and a kind of
narrative laziness — or at least a kind of timidity. To me, stereotypes signal a shyness, a
shirking of complexity disguised in garish signals; a distraction and a distinction from the

heart or the matter at hand. Stereotypes lack rigor. They are unoriginal, obviously. Above

all, and most damningly, they are boring and always slightly embarrassing to behold. In
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this way, they both invite and resist affective responses.

I started writing my novel Ponti at the beginning of my doctoral studies in
September 2014 and completed the first draft in September 2016, undergoing edits in
time for publication in April 2018. In order to critically contextualise the creative
component of my thesis and situate it within the field, I drew on contemporary
postcolonial theory in order to examine the issues and complexities of depicting
Singaporean Chinese identity in fiction. My resistance toward the texts I initially selected
for my study revolved around my perception of them as aesthetic failures and a form of
literary tourism owing to an overt self-consciousness of the politics of postcolonial
authorship; a state of creative paranoia and stasis that I am fearful of falling into myself.
Analyzing my value judgments, I found that my problem with the works is that they
stereotyped and exoticised Singaporean characters, particularly Singaporean women, in
terms of conforming to Orientalist tropes of Asian female docility or its reverse, a one-
dimensional feistiness that left no space to accommodate complexity and depth of
character. Through the process of writing Ponti I realized that the central theme of the
narrative revolved around the experience of Singaporean womanhood and its attendant
interpersonal politics and complexities, particularly with regards to loss, ageing, beauty
and sexual value. Brouillette argues that ‘biographical authenticity and “local identity”
determine the modes of reception of postcolonial literary texts as well as in the promotion

of authors™"

and the circulation of their work within the publishing marketplace. I have
had to consider how much my largely subjective notion of aesthetic success was governed
by Western normative concepts of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ writing.

In Living a Feminist Life, Sara Ahmed describes how she realised, as a young
woman, that ‘patriarchal reasoning goes all the way down to the letter, down to the
bone”.'" She had to actively find ways ‘not to reproduce its grammar in what I said, in
what I wrote, in who I was’.!* I find this a very useful example for the logic that governs
my own writing — this lived understanding, as a Singaporean Chinese woman, of the
interrelation between language, self, and self-identification. In the same way that Ahmed

discerned the patriarchal reasoning that underpins and sustains not just social structures

but intimate ways of being, throughout the twelve years since I moved to England, I have

" Brouillette., p.61.

'3 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2017),
p. 4.
" Ibid., p. 5.
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been made gradually aware of the structural and ideological forces and social hierarchies
(of gender, race and class for example) that affect the positioning of my creative work on
both a large and granular scale.

As discussed above, the fact I write in English also engenders a self-consciousness of
the historical and political context of the English language in Singapore. How can I avoid
confronting the imposition of colonial reasoning that ‘goes all the way down to the letter’,
less so to the bone? Postcolonial marginality is aggregated into lines of alphabet,
embedded in blocks of text. What other grammar can I use to work around it? My
Chinese proficiency is a shameful pittance. As a Chinese Singaporean, I spent most of the
first nineteen years of my life in the comfortable and complacent position of the majority
ethnic group. I attended an elite girls’ school and am middle-class. I am cis-gendered and
able-bodied. These are identity positions I am increasingly learning not to take for
granted. I oftentimes feel guilty, as Holden observes in his study of global Malaysian
novels, of portraying ‘only an elite experience...filtered through elite consciousnesses.” "

In the United Kingdom I am an ethnic minority — not necessarily overtly
marginalised, but fully and oftentimes painfully made aware of my minority position.
Intersectionality enables me to recognise the bisecting systems of oppression and privilege
that apply to my own specific cultural position. A 2016 study conducted by 7e Bookseller
revealed that ‘of the thousands of titles published in 2016 in the UK, only a small
minority — less than 100 — were by British authors of a non-white background.”* As a
non-white, non-British author, both the process of writing fiction and its aftermath of
promoting the work involve a constant critical interrogation of what identity position I
am writing from or against, whether I like it or not.

There is an incumbent expectation on Southeast Asian writers to imbue their
work with a collective value that speaks to the specificity of their associated location.
Literary representations of Singapore are informed and inflected by the writers” exposure
and immersion in the literary and cultural realities of the US and the UK this is arguably
true of any medium of artistic representation. Imagined diasporic identities serve to re-

invoke problematic notions of re-Orientalism and what Huggan has termed the

120 Sarah Shaffi, ‘Publishing Seeks to Address Industry’s Lack of Diversity’, The
Bookseller, 4 November 2016 <https://www.thebookseller.com/news/publishing-seeks-
address-industry-s-lack-diversity-426031> [accessed 8 December 2017].
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123 the self-conscious marketing of marginal exoticism in an age of

postcolonial exotic,
global commodity culture. In her illuminating and disheartening analysis of the critically
understudied and commercially neglected Pakistani writer Zulfikar Ghose, Brouillette

explores the demands of geographical specificity as

a form of authentication to a larger literary sphere in which a cosmopolitan
audience is said to look upon political struggles through a surface tokenism that
masks considerable detachment, operating as though, in Ghose’s words, ‘the only
thing that mattered was some sociological connection in a simple prose that could

be consumed by the buying public eager to have its trite preconceptions

affirmed."*

Ghose contends that global literary authentication for the postcolonial writer is confined
to modes and terrains of political struggle and national interest, a thematic imposition
that ultimately limits a sense of creative freedom. This ‘surface tokenism that masks
considerable detachment’ is difficult to qualitatively establish but merits attention for
what it implies about the politics of reception. As a diasporic Singaporean writer, I have
to navigate the stereotypical preconceptions and perceptions that shape, condition, and
facilitate the publication and distribution of my work, in a way that involves the constant
interrogation of my cultural identity.

In a 2002 National Day Rally speech entitled ‘Remaking Singapore: Changing
Mindsets’, Goh Chok Tong condemned Singaporeans who left the country as ‘quitters’.
He mitigated the harshness of this claim by elaborating: “The Singapore nation is not just
those of us living here, but also the thousands of Singaporeans living around the world.”'*
Yet the dichotomy between those who leave and those who remain domiciled in the
country is embedded in Singaporean cultural consciousness, and negotiating between
home, belonging, and otherness is an integral concern of the diasporic Singaporean

writer. If I am a quitter and I want to write about home, the questions that come up for

' Huggan., p. 3.

24 Personal interview with Zulfikar Ghose, Brouillette, p. 147.

' Goh Chok Tong, ‘Speech at The National Day Rally 2002, National Theatre
Singapore, 18 August 2002, Nas.gov.sg. (2018)
<http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/speeches/view-
html?filename=2002081805.htm> [Accessed 3 March 2018].
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me are not of where but of what: what did I quit, what can I say I am now part of, and

what is home?
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CHAPTER ONE | Mammon Inc. (2001): Corporate and Cultural

Caricatures in the Singaporean Hysterical Realist Novel

In an interview with the Quarterly Literary Review Singapore, Hwee Hwee Tan expressed

her stance on writing:

First you have to write a good book, and you have to write an international book,
in the sense that you would have to write a book that would be able to cross
cultures, mostly in terms of themes. And the cultural mustn’t be too localized,
but you have to know what can be explained and what can’t be explained, but you
must do that kind of explanation in a way that’s seamless so it doesn’t look as

though it’s explanation.'

This statement demonstrates a self-conscious awareness of her positioning as a
Singaporean female writer in relation to the linguistic and cultural domination of the
West. Tan suggests that an overly-localized minority culture would not be well-received
internationally. What Albert Memmi calls ‘the mark of the plural™® projects a sameness
to colonised people, an over-articulated localness thus becoming a mark of unwelcome
individuality. Tan equates the cross-cultural appeal of an international book with the
successful delivery of a ‘seamless’ form of explanation that involves the simultaneous
demarcation and erosion of cultural difference. Such a demand seems internally
contradictory and almost impossible to execute. It is an outward-looking, arguably
Eurocentric approach that involves a constant level of self-awareness and narrative and
thematic intent ‘to cross cultures’ rather than simply dwell in one’s own. Robbie B.H.
Goh identified Tan as arguably ‘the poster girl for the “global” generation of Singapore

writers [who] embodies and foregrounds the split between the local and the global.”"** The

126 Toh Hsien Min, ‘Mammon and the Discipline of Writing: Tan Hwee Hwee Gets

Real’, Quarterly Literary Review Singapore 1.1 (2001).
<http://www.qlrs.com/issues/oct2001/interviews/hhtan2.html> [accessed 22 November
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128 Robbie B.H. Goh, ‘Writing “The Global” in Singapore Anglophone Fiction:
Language, Vision and Resonance in Tan Hwee Hwee’s Fiction’, in China Fictions,
English Language: Literary Essays in Diaspora, Memory, Story, ed. by Robert A Lee
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conflicts of globalised identity and cultural clashes explored in Tan’s Singapore Literature
Prize-winning novel Mammon Inc. seem to prove this assessment.

This chapter explores how Mammon Inc. is overburdened by the demands and
complexities of representing Singaporean identity to a perceived international readership.
To do this, I frame the text as a hysterical realist novel, as novels in this particular genre
harness a proliferation of stereotypes to caricatured, comedic effect. They do this to self-
consciously engage with the contemporary social moment, while resisting or shying away
trom affective engagement. I then use Lauren Berlant’s critical theorisations of affect and
neoliberal notions of a good life to consider how this relates to Mammon Inc.’s depiction
of a transnational cosmopolitan crisis of existence.

The political and representational parameters of the international literary
marketplace are evident even before the novel begins: Hwee Hwee Tan, as she is referred
to on the cover of Mammon Inc., would be known as Tan Hwee Hwee in her native
Singapore. The Western naming convention (forename and surname) is a casually explicit
acknowledgement of the hierarchal discourses that shape the study and consumption of
postcolonial literature. The Michael Joseph cover of Mammon Inc. depicts an attractive
Asian woman with long black hair and a pensive expression, gazing wistfully at an
embossed shape of a dragon. Sex sells, as the adage goes — and in the marketing of
fiction, such an Orientalist mode of visual representation carries reductive and essentialist
undertones about how a Southeast Asian female writer's marginality is packaged
paratextually. The jacket copy reads: ‘Caught between her Christian guru and Taoist
parents, Chiah Deng struggles to straddle the gap between East and West, chopsticks

and credit cards.'®

The Orientalist iconography and seeming Orientalist and
Occidentalist opposition of ‘chopsticks and credit cards’ strongly orientates the novel
along the tensions of cross-cultural fault lines.

Mammon Inc. critiques the punitive effects of globalisation and neoliberal
economic policies through the personal moral dilemmas of Chiah Deng Gan. After
graduating from Oxford University, the bright and sarcastic Singaporean slacker Chiah
Deng is offered an interview with Mammon Inc., ‘the largest corporate entity in the

world.®® The novel positions Chiah Deng as an outstanding candidate for this

transnational corporate job due to her exceptional ability to adapt to and assimilate

129 Tan Hwee Hwee, Mammon Inc. (London: Michael Joseph, 2001), back cover copy.

130 Ibid., p. 1.
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different cultures. The opening chapters establish her contradictory feelings toward her
Singaporean heritage. Nostalgically fond of yet embarrassed of Singaporean culture, she
prefers Western aesthetics, particularly English culture to the point of Anglophilia. Chiah

" and well-

Deng is able to ‘play ironically with both Eastern and Western discourse,"
versed in references of Anglo-American high and low culture, from mass media to
theology and philosophy. In contrast, her Singaporean family and sibling are depicted as
old-fashioned or even backward with their parochial tendencies and impositions of filial
obligation on her. When Chiah Deng’s student visa runs out, she faces imminent

deportation from the United Kingdom. She feels constantly defined by, and disparaged
tor, her Chinese ethnicity:

I'm always conscious that I clash with the Oxbridge décor. Whenever I enter these
pale English monuments, I radiate a bright yellow Chinkness. I stand out in
rooms filled with a blizzard of white people, and when I go out into the winter air,

. 132
the snowstorm continues to surround me.

Not only do Chiah Deng’s feelings of otherness alienate her amongst white people, they
are also externalised in buildings, décor, and even within the natural world, from
‘monuments’ to ‘winter air’, a literal and figurative snowstorm and blizzard of whiteness
surrounds her. She clashes with her environment, and the use of the racial slur ‘Chink’ is
made even more jarring coming after ‘bright yellow. To further the negative
connotations of Chiah Deng’s self-description, ‘chink’ is semiotically linked to both
‘Chinese’ and its dictionary meaning, a narrow opening or a weak spot.

In Not Speaking Chinese, Ang’s deeply personal study of Chineseness in an age of
diaspora and globalisation, she explains: If I am inescapably Chinese by descent, I am only
sometimes Chinese by consent. When and how is a matter of politics.”** Chiah Deng is
inescapably Chinese by descent, not consent, as her snappy, caustic and Anglophilic
narration reminds the reader, over and over. The non-consensual ethnic essentialism

imposed on her causes her Western hall mates to conflate her entire identity

B! Tan., p. 250.

132 Christopher B. Patterson, Transitive Cultures: Anglophone Literature of the
Transpacific (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2018), p. 9
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interchangeably with that of other Asian students in Oxford. Nonetheless, she is, as
pithily described by C.J.W.-L. Wee, a ‘self-conscious postcolonial outsider/quasi insider
in the metropole of Tony Blair's Cool Britannia™** and finds individuality and fulfillment
in her more liberal, independent lifestyle in England. In order to stay in the country,
Chiah Deng must decide between a career in academia or a lucrative job with Mammon
Inc., the largest corporation in the world.

The novel uses corporate and cultural caricatures to dramatise the impact of
technocratic hybridity and global mobility on the identity formation of the diasporic,
Westernised, Singaporean subject. Published in 2001, Chiah Deng’s struggle to remain in
the United Kingdom under imminent visa pressures has a prescient relevance in pre-
Brexit 2018 where questions about freedom of movement and the politics of citizenship
and belonging are at the forefront of the news cycle and policy discussions. However, the
timeliness of the novel is somewhat diminished due to its insistent immersion in a culture
industry whose points of reference clearly square its timeframe between the 90s and new
millennium. The synopsis on the book jacket uses the obsolete term ‘e-everything’ to
describe the world.*This is ironic in the colloquial sense that, if Mammon Inc.is an
indicator, the more measures a book takes to include hip references to the culture
industry, the more drastically it seems dated.

In order to win the high-powered job that grants her global mobility by lifting her
visa restrictions, Chiah Deng must succeed in a series of special Tests that involve
assimilating an outsider into a particular social demographic or, in the logic of
neoliberalism, different target markets. First, she must fit into the fashionable New York
party scene; next, she must pass off her blokey British best friend, Steve, ‘the white
brother [she] never had" as a Singlish-sprouting Singaporean, and her sister Chiah
Chen, who embodies Kiasuism, the ‘Singaporean [...] “afraid of losing out” mentality’ as
an Anglicised Oxford undergraduate.

When Chiah Deng undergoes a successful makeover, she comments that ‘money
can make you into the person you've always dreamed of becoming [...] All you needed in

America was the right plastic, a Green Card, the right kind of Visa.”’ Chiah Deng’s

% C.J.W.-L. Wee, ‘The Indigenized West in Asian Multicultures: Literary-cultural
Production in Malaysia and Singapore’, Interventions 10.2 (2008): 1-25 (p. 19).
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resentment of the homogenizing effects of globalisation in the context of the novel’s early
2000s timeframe signals that it is not the cultural osmosis that arises from connectivity
that she is wary of. Instead, it is the risk that global trends erode individuality. Mammon

’138

Inc. commodifies everything, ‘making the unbuyable things of the world buyable™ yet
Chiah Deng feels ‘a pang of guilt’ about her own disapproval because of her own
admitted penchant for a ‘trend-savvy aesthetic.’* Her narrative voice, replete with of-
the-moment references to late-90s popular culture, indicates her awareness and
appreciation of global trends, regardless of her proclaimed disdain and suspicion for the
zeitgeist. It is this familiarity with Western culture industries that effectively makes her a
desirable candidate for the Adapting.

Eddie Tay'* and Wee"' read Mammon Inc. as a developmental narrative of a
diasporic Singaporean grappling with the domination of the Anglo-American West. This
arc is nested within a wider pattern of how Singapore has evolved into a cosmopolitan
multiculture globalised by the West, and the effects of globalisation on the subjective
national identification of the individual. Cheryl Narume Naruse contends that Mammon
Inc. has adapted the innocence-to-experience narrative arc of the Bildungsroman to
demonstrate neoliberalism’s effects on individual and collective identity. She argues that
other critics have overlooked Tan’s awareness of Singaporean state politics with particular
reference to the state social and economic development report entitled Singapore 21:
Together, We Make the Difference.' This report outlines Singapore’s neoliberal and
rational governmental outlook, particularly the Asian values rhetoric modeled on the
hierarchical societal arrangement of Confucian societies. This rhetoric, Naruse observes,
is knowingly satirised in Mammon Inc. Chiah Deng describes feeling like ‘a three-pin plug
in a two-pin world."* Naruse interprets this as a reference to the wording the Singapore
21 committee uses to describe cosmopolitan Singaporeans who must be ‘world ready’ and
‘able to plug-and-play with confidence in the global committee."*

Originating the term ‘hysterical realism, James Wood decries the increasing

B8 Tan,, p. 111.
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ubiquity of a genre of novel that reads like a ‘perpetual motion machine that appears to
have been embarrassed into velocity [...] it seems evasive of reality while borrowing from
reality itself." Wood describes the hysterical realist novel as one in which ‘the
conventions of realism are not being abolished, but, on the contrary, exhausted and
overworked."* His central claim is that whilst the hysterical realist novel may be
intellectually informative and demonstrate a dizzying awareness of contemporary culture
and zeitgeist, it ultimately lacks affective nuance and convincing characterisation.

In Mammon Inc, Steve and Chiah Chen serve as cultural representatives of the
United Kingdom and Singapore, and are thinly characterised to the point of caricature.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines a caricature as ‘an imitation of a person in which
certain striking characteristics are exaggerated in order to create a comic or grotesque
effect.”” The characters in Mammon Inc. are lumped into identity categories that serve to
stereotype them culturally and reinforce Occidentalist and Orientalist notions of both
Westerners and Singaporeans. The novel exemplifies what Huggan calls ‘ethnographic
parody, a series of pointedly exaggerated, as times caricatural (emphasis mine), cultural
(mis)readings aimed at a Western model reader confronted with the limits of his/her
cultural knowledge and interpretive authority.*

Mammon Inc., with its sinisterly named leader (Draco Sidious) and bureaucratic
homogenisation of the individual through its neoliberal outlook, functions as a narrative
proxy of Singaporean state control. It aims to make Chiah Deng into ‘a cog in the

capitalist machine’¥’

in order to further its aims of global expansion, and in so doing,
Mammon Inc. deprives her of the emotional complexity that enables her to both love and
loathe her cultural hybrid identity and ties to Singapore all at once. Chiah Deng’s
eventual capitulation to Mammon Inc. at the end of the novel illustrates the upwardly
mobile trajectory of the Singaporean neoliberal subject.

Read as a Singaporean diasporic text, Mammon Inc. interrogates Singaporean

identity in two significant ways. Firstly, its use of stereotyping reinforces the

Occidental/Orientalist  binary whilst simultaneously ascribing value to hybrid

5 Wood.
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cosmopolitanism by the novel’s end. Global mobility, the ending suggests, comes about
from conforming to neoliberal logic and finding personal satisfaction and self-
improvement in one’s material and economic transformation. The novel’s theme of
selling out for status could be interpreted as an analogy or enactment of the politics of
postcolonial authorship. Christopher B. Patterson argues that the novel’s lesson is that
‘ethnicized subjects must be “adapted” into depoliticized commodities to be valued on the
world stage.””™ This recognition of commodity value and the reception and modulation of
marginality has parallels with the representational challenges faced by a diasporic
Singaporean writer such as Tan herself.

Secondly, the expository framework of the narration draws attention to the
positioning of contemporary Singaporean fiction within the largely Western publishing
culture. As Tan herself states, ‘you have to realise that [publishing] is an international
business, and the market is in New York...and London.”*' Her awareness of the marginal
position of Singapore in relation to the Western cosmopolitan centres of publishing in
English reinforces the validity of reading Mammon Inc. as a text that is highly cognizant
of its international readership and the politics of its reception. As a diasporic Singaporean
writer who has lived in Holland, America, and England, Tan tasks herself with writing for
an international audience unfamiliar with the historical, social, and cultural specificities of

’152

the Singaporean context, ‘in a way that is seamless” ™ so that it doesn’t blatantly signpost

its expository function. Of its structure, she says:

Mammon Inc. [is] set up in a structure where the whole book is about explaining
[...] But even the explanation part isn’t that damaging if you don’t do it well,
because for most parts it’s the literate readers or the writers who worry more
about the craft of fiction. I think most general readers — if they read an

explanation and it’s exotic and interesting, they don’t care about stuff like that.'”

Tan orientates her book toward ‘general readers’, whom she says will be less discerning
about the quality of cultural explanation if it is ‘exotic and interesting’. This self-

consciousness resonates with what Brouillette describes as ‘strategic exoticism and [...]

150 patterson., p. 153.
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general postcolonial authorial self-consciousness, as comprised of a set of literary
strategies’ operated through shared assumptions between the writer and presumed
reader about the ‘touristic guilt’ associated with postcoloniality.'™*

In The Postcolonial Exotic, Huggan argues that the postcolonial writer shoulders
‘an anthropological function of cultural explanation.”” He and Shohat make the
distinction between the academic and intellectual discipline of postcolonialism and
postcoloniality, which he defines as ‘a value-regulating mechanism within the global late-
capitalist system of commodity exchange.”* Cultural stereotypes continue to thrive in the
global publishing marketplace driven by the marketable desire for exoticised cultural
difference.

Mammon Inc. metafictionally acknowledges the relationship between author, text,
and culture industry with a direct reference to publishing: as a demonstration of Chiah

Deng’s opinionated nature, she burns Steve’s Terry Pratchett book because:

It was published by HarperCollins. And that was the week Murdoch killed the
Patten book from HarperCollins on China.’
‘Murdoch’s move was a threat to freedom of speech [...] I can’t understand why

anyone wouldn’t want to boycott HarperCollins.”’

Penguin publishes Mammon Inc. and this metafictional moment in the text denigrates a
rival Big Five publisher, reinforcing market-based distinctions within the publishing
industry. Brouillette suggests there is ‘an excessive burden within the postcoloniality

>158

industry

in the form of an inextricable biographical attachment between author and
text. This correlation comprises ‘part of the requirement of the cosmopolitan function of

the literature the industry traffics in”

and is exemplified by Tan’s awareness of the
corporatisation and commodification of publishing houses and the book industry. Rupert
Murdoch is mentioned only by last name, presuming prior understanding, but the

deliberate inclusion of this anecdote draws attention to the artifice of narrative
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construction.

Mammon Inc. reflects the oftentimes ludicrous complexities that come with
navigating the impact of colonialism, neoliberalism, and global cultural and economic
tlows on Singaporean identity through its satirical tone. Its developmental narrative arc is
written in a mode of pointed self-irony driven by the anxieties of its cultural and political
inheritances. An abundance of Western-dominated, Eurocentric cultural references litters
almost every page- from American celebrities referred to by first name ‘ulia, Brad,

|7160

Sharon, Mariah, Lauryn to a Nietzschean gangland thriller with allusions to

Bergman, Antonioni, Schopenhauer, Dostoyevsky and other European smartypants’.'"'

In his takedown of hysterical realism, Wood considers if these overtly self-
referential narratives suggest a discomfort with emotionality. Jeffrey Staiger interprets
this aspect of hysterical realism as ‘postmodern irony [...] [stemming] from a fear of the
sincerity and empathy required for getting close to the ultimate reality of people [...]
characters exhibit behaviour, not agency.'® Along the same line of argument, Mammon
Inc. demonstrates an awareness of the global flow of cultural codes without having the
agency to determine or transcend the Anglo-American centrality of its references.
Hysterical realism serves as a fitting reflection of a hysterical socio-economic reality in
which a proliferation of choice is offered without agency; hysterical reality could itself be
said to arise as a function of neoliberalism. In his critique of the novel, Wee reflects upon
how its depiction of a technocratic hybrid Singaporean social reality invites us to consider
‘how we can engage with a sort of regional cosmopolitanism facilitated by the East Asian
participation in global capitalism since the 1980s interacting interculturally with the
global West.> One very obvious and striking manner in which this occurs in the text is
through its abundance of pop cultural references.

Wood attributes the proliferation of caricaturish references to an ‘awkwardness

about character and the representation of character'®

and describes the hysterical realist
novel as ‘a perpetual motion machine that appears to have been embarrassed into

velocity.'” The hysterical realist novel ‘cannot resist [...] binging in any kind of

10 Tan., p. 133.
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allusion.* T would argue that the caricatures and the energetic narrative of Mammon Inc.
are propelled by vexation and anxiety over the burden of cultural representation. In
dramatizing the performance of cultural stereotypes, Mammon Inc. reinforces the binary
between the West and the East. Although Chiah Deng’s hybrid cosmopolitanism and
liminal position are what makes her a desirable asset, her conflicted feelings around her
diasporic Singaporean identity form the emotional crux and central dilemma of the novel.

Tan is most effective in conveying the complexities of Chiah Deng’s isolation and
her desire for belonging that transcends the thick, tangled bounds of her national and
ethnic identities. This is most clearly seen in Chiah Deng’s brief moments of religious
rapture. The biblical word Mammon in its title indicates that Chiah Deng’s dilemma has a
spiritual, even metaphysical dimension: extending to the dialectic between ‘the flesh and
the Spirit.'"” Professor Ad-oy (a Star Wars palindrome of Yoda), who offers a research
assistantship to Chiah Deng, is representative of a route of spiritual and theological
contemplation and anti-capitalist intellectual pursuit. Chiah Deng even explicitly states
that she feels like both sides of her soul are acting ‘out against each other. It was like my
soul was divorced, East from West. Cause: irreconcilable differences.”®®

Professor Ad-oy offers and represents a career of intrepid scholarly enquiry;
‘digging through the relics of distant civilisations” is pitched in direct opposition to the
materialistic, slick corporate role of Adapting proposed by Mammon Inc. Chiah Deng
experiences a brief moment of spiritual rapture, ‘a love that [she] had never felt before’™
that temporarily relieves her of her cultural and existential unease and aligns her with
Professor Ad-oy. Her admiration for medieval Christian mystics such as St.
Cassiodorus'”" demonstrates an Occidentalist reverence for Western religion. Ad-oy, the
figurehead for her spiritual and academic callings, is described as ‘a cross between Spock
and Doc from Snow White,"” two well-known characters from Star Trek and Disney,
both major commercial franchises. Mass culture, it seems, is inescapable, even when
Chiah Deng is attempting to choose medieval Christianity over the worldly avarice

represented by Mammon Inc.
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After her moral deliberations and passing the Tests, Chiah Deng rises to an elite
global nomadic status. Working for Mammon Inc. enables her to find a sense of kinship
and belonging — not within national or ethnic lines, but as ‘a cosmopolitan jet-setter,
equally at home with chiefs in mud huts or tycoons in the Four Seasons.” This crass
contrast highlights Chiah Deng’s naiveté as well as the status indicators (‘mud huts’ vs.
‘Four Seasons’) that are representative to her of the fissure between culture and
commerce.

Mammon Inc. is both a product of and satirical riposte to the cultural and artistic
anxieties of writing a Singaporean novel. Chiah Deng’s Eurocentric aesthetic preferences
and Singaporean Chinese upbringing make her feel like a freak, a ‘mutant hybrid of East

* when what she wants is ‘to live in a

and West- like [a] transcultural X-men’"’
community, and not just be an alien in my life."” She describes her passion for the
aesthetics and philosophies of Western culture — having grown up loving Plato’s
shadows, Edward Hopper’s staring windows and Donne’s bracelets of bright hair about
the bone’ as a ‘plight — to love the culture of a society that would never accept me.” "
Chiah Deng’s cultural tastes are firmly and self-consciously Anglo-American in
preference, a stance echoed by Tan herself in the QLRS interview when she admits that
life seemed ‘so much more glamorous and exciting in the West.”"”” Tan says that she

misses living in New York because everyone there is ‘living a double life’ in terms of

creative aspiration.

Even the waitress is trying to be an actress. In Singapore, people’s interests are
very narrow, they sort of just want to go to work, go back home, spend Sundays
with their family, and in terms of a broader cultural or even any other kind of
interest, life seems to revolve very much around work, and family, and shopping,

and eating."”

In making such a statement, Tan imposes a schematic binary between America and

Singapore, even though the interests and pursuits she describes as ‘very narrow’ and typical

'3 Tan., p. 71.

7* Ibid., p. 53.

> Ibid., p. 96.

0 Ibid., p. 14.

77 Toh Hsien Min, p. 1.
78 Tan., p. 1.
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of Singaporean behaviors sound fairly universal. The stereotyping in Mammon Inc.
manifests in social caricatures reinforcing cultural and class difference — thus the posh
white ‘Poncey Dolphins’” of Oxford are juxtaposed against ‘dumb, uncultured Ah
Lian[s]."® Chiah Deng’s deep self-loathing and sense of displacement arises from feeling
perceived as the ‘token foreigner from a poor underdeveloped country by the Western

culture she more closely identifies with, but as her sister Chiah Chen points out:

You think just because you read ang mo'®* books, then people will think you're
ang mo? What you do is not important. Only what you look like. You're like
banana.[...] Inside, you can be really white, but people will still treat you like

you're yellow.'"®’

Chiah Chen uses Singlish dialect to remind Chiah Deng that the essentialism and
stereotyping she is subjected to will not be ameliorated through assimilating into the
culture. Tan uses the unsurprising banana metaphor (yellow on the outside, white on the
inside) to elucidate Chiah Deng’s deep self-loathing and a version of what WEB DuBois
terms as ‘double consciousness’ in the form of an inferiority complex set against
internalised ‘white ideologies.™®The splitting of individual identity into several
components that internalize prejudicial and discriminatory perspectives is evident in
Chiah Deng’s admission of guilt: ‘hating myself for hating myself."® The circularity of
her self-loathing reflects a deep-seated ambivalence about her cultural identity.

A detached, self-parodying sarcasm continues later on in the novel, when Chiah
Deng describes the objective of her assignment as being ‘to turn my sister from a Chink
hick to a posh chick™ even though her sister has ‘an intellect that was only rivaled by

lint."" The contrast between high and low culture is accentuated when Chiah Deng adds

7 Tan., p. 173.

"0 1bid., p.182. An Ak Lian is a Hokkien-Chinese slang for a stereotypically uncouth
Chinese woman.

8! Tan., p. 168.

182 Ang mo (or ang moh) is the pejorative term in Hokkien Chinese for a white person.
153 Ibid., p. 189.

84 W. E. B. Du Bois and William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk,
Revised ed. edition (New York: Dover Publications, Incorporated, 2016), p.9.

185 Tan., p. 197

186 Ibid., p. 180.

%7 Ibid., p. 180.



the further example of being caught reading Baudelaire by her sister and rebuked for
being ‘cheem — cultured, intellectual. You know, I believe my sister actually enjoys keeping
her head empty of thoughts.”"* The biting wittiness of the lint analogy and the rhyming
of ‘hick’ and ‘chick’ fail to conceal the troubling self-loathing Chiah Deng demonstrates.
The explanation for cheern provided within the text is subjectively skewed to further
debase Chiah Chen’s intelligence. Chiah Deng’s casual contempt for her sister’s perceived
ignorance is further demonstrated by her hope that she can educate her if she finds ‘the
right books: manuals that condensed intricate concepts like ennui, Darwinism and
Keynesian economic theory into digestible, Reader’s Digest-sized bites."™

The capitalist commoditisation of complex economic theories and ennui betrays
Chiah Deng’s developing skepticism of the value of knowledge that ultimately leads to
her decision to take up the adapter role. Mammon Inc. advocates cultural hybridity not as
a form of resistance to Eurocentric structures of power but as a vehicle for capitalist gain
and professional progress. Chiah Deng’s sneering self-racism is immediately followed by
the inclusion of an excerpt from an embedded non-fictional text called 7he Talking
Cheem Guide for the Blur."” The Guide provides a glossary of terminologies such as
‘aficionado’ or ‘prurient’ explained in a humorous manner. Singaporean cultural values are
depicted as lowly and anti-intellectual compared to the Western thinkers she cites such as
Baudelaire and Darwin.

To Holden, Mammon Inc. ‘fails to create much that is new in the transnational
space it occupies. Its continual recycling of stereotypes of Chineseness, Englishness and
Singaporean identity fails ultimately to challenge them."”' Wee makes a similarly harsh
critique of the novel, concluding that it is ‘so shallow that it becomes profound in its
depiction of contemporary globo-culture as Social Darwinian market effect in which a
vacuous anti-identity politics are carried out in the name of a globalised elite.”” Both
criticisms seem to attempt to rationalise the novel’s prolific use of stereotypes. In
Holden’s and Wee’s views, the novel does not transcend the bounds of the culturally

distinct social categories it repetitively delineates; it neither suggests new avenues of

188 Tan., p. 181.

% Ibid., p. 181.

0 Ibid., p. 181.

"1 Philip Holden, ‘Interrogating Multiculturalism and Cosmopolitanism in the City
State: Some Recent Singapore Fiction in English’, Mobilities, 5.2 (2010): 277-90 (p.
285).

92 Wee, p. 22.
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interpretation nor critiques stereotyped social structures with depth or sustained rigor.
Even though Tan herself points out that ‘the whole structure of the book is

193 jts self-ironic tone does not transcend the Orientalist clichés that

about explaining,
Chiah Deng so disparages. Her self-loathing and inherent distrust of Singaporean
consumerism is expressed in her perception of Singaporean culture attempting to pass

off as American:

I have nothing against Western culture. Americans do American things very well,
but the problem is when Singaporeans try to do American things — it just looks
tacky, fake, like a cheap imitation, because it’s not true to our land, our history,
our selves.'”*

Chiah Deng’s statement that she holds ‘nothing against Western culture’®

is sweeping
and biased when she moves into descriptions of Singaporean versions of American music
and ‘things’ using the conversational descriptors of falsehood — ‘tacky, fake [and]

196

cheap.”™ If Singaporeans attempting to mimic American popular music and culture are
taken as imitations, Tan seems to pose an irresolvable question in the text of what is ‘true’
to Singapore. America is similarly composed of various migrant communities, yet escapes
cultural denigration. Mammon Inc. critiques the way in which within Singaporean society,
expectations of professional careers are conflated with notions of an upwardly mobile
‘good life, striving from innocence to globalised experience.

The neoliberal idealogy of a ‘good life’ raises questions about its contingency to
cultural forms, language, and locality. The Singapore 21 vision as outlined in the
Singapore 21 report espouses five ideals that form the new national vision: 1) every
Singaporean matters, 2) strong family units 3) Opportunities for all 4) “The Singapore
heartbeat’ — a sense of emotional attachment and loyalty to the country — and 5) Active

citizenship."” The work of Lauren Berlant provides incisive strategies for how to respond

193 Toh Hsien Min, p. 3.

4 Holden (2010), p. 245.

199 Tbid., p. 245.

190 Ibid., p. 245.

"7 Singapore 21 Committee. ‘Preface’ in Singapore 21: Together, we make the
difference (Singapore: Singapore 21 Committee, 1999),
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to habitual or socio-politically engendered conceptions of a ‘good life’.

[...] structural antagonism plays itself out both within relations of rule and
between managers and the managed. Affective crisis wears out individuals and
spreads across days and myriad lives until publics see themselves constituted in

their precarity and in whatever enclaves and pleasures they can produce amid

threat.'®

This section incisively articulates the ‘structural antagonism’ and professional dynamics
that catalyze the ‘affective crisis’ depriving individuals of both power and pleasure.
Berlant’s attentiveness to systems of hierarchy and the corporate jargon of the ‘managers
and managed’ resonates with the corporate rat race in Mammon Inc. Berlant uses the
terms ‘precarity’ as well as impasse’ to describe the uncertainty of the present, rendering it
as a new and possibly irresolvable, perpetual mode of temporality.

Mammon Inc., when read through this critical lens, is a drama of Chiah Deng’s
adjustment to the good life fantasy. Berlant uses affect and aesthetics as a means of
addressing the ongoing ‘crisis ordinariness”” of everyday life. She analyzes the affective
attachments that people form in order to adjust to the constantly proliferating pressures
of the pursuit of the good life. Berlant posits cruel optimism as the reason why people

200 e e e
™" even when it is injurious to

choose to ‘ride the wave of the system they are used to
them. Mammon Inc. stages a series of impasses in the form of Chiah Deng’s obstacles set
by the company, which draws attention to the affective structures of everyday life and
strategies of survival developed for living in the present. The social exchanges Steve and
Chiah Chen undergo in order for Chiah Deng to pass the recruitment process reveal the
deep-seated precariousness and uneasy strategies of social survival that she has chosen to

subject herself to in order to overcome the crisis ordinariness of casual and institutional

racism:

I didn’t realize until I saw it on stage, but for the first time, I could see how much
contempt my Western side had for my Eastern side. I felt guilty, hating myself

for hating myself. I ejected my sister from the Test because I knew it would be

198 Lauren Gail Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), p. 73.

9 Ibid., p. 12.
2 1bid., p. 28.
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impossible for her to pass. Racism in Oxford was immovably embedded in
everything around me, you could hear it in the clipped accents, taste it in the
vintage wine, see it in the medieval battlements— those proud war-like stones

protecting the noble English from barbaric invasions.*!

This passage reveals Chiah Deng’s ongoing embeddedness in socio-cultural constructions
of “Western” and “Eastern” affiliations, that result in internalised structural antagonism
and self-loathing, ‘hating myself for hating myself’. She is both complicit and resistant to
the social systems that marginalise her, and appears painfully aware of the impossibility of
resolving the affective crisis in pursuit of the ‘good life’ fantasy. Berlant conceptualizes the
good life as ‘the object that you thought would bring happiness [that] becomes an object
that deterioriates the conditions for happiness. But its presence represents the possibility of
happiness as such.””Chiah Deng’s particular vision for “the good life” involves acceptance
into English society, but her use of language and descriptions that evoke fixity and
blockage to describe racism in Oxford— as immovably embedded in everything’, with
the enduring impenetrability of ‘medieval battlements’ — evokes Berlant’s theorizing of
the ‘impasse’ as a structural feature of everyday life. The inclusion of ‘proud war-like
stones protecting the noble English from barbaric invasions®evokes nativist attitudes
reinforcing cultural and geographic borders, excluding Chiah Deng on a linguistic level-
trom ‘clipped’ English accents juxtaposed against her own Singaporean diction, as well as
socially, resulting in feelings of racial and cultural alienation that mature and deepen over
time, like ‘vintage wine’.

To Berlant, ‘affective atmospheres are shared, not solitary, and [...] bodies are
continuously busy judging their environments and responding to the atmospheres in
which they find themselves.”” By drawing attention to the socially responsive and
reflexive aspects of affective atmospheres, we can make more sense of the interpellations
of political and cultural pressures on postcolonial diasporic subjects such as Chiah Deng.
Her familiarity with the Anglo-American culture industry can be interpreted as an

expression of continuously judging the surrounding cultural environment— entering a

*1Tan., p.197.

22 Lauren Berlant, “Lauren Berlant on Her Book ‘Cruel Optimism.’”,Rorotoko, June 5,
2012. <http://rorotoko.com/interview/20120605_berlant lauren_on_cruel optimism>
[accessed: 24 May 2018].
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trendy party, she experiences ‘wave after wave of celebrity jolts?*

and feels ‘entranced by
the hazy flickering of limos and lights zooming.”*In Oxford, she finds that the racism

she experiences does not come ‘in the form of verbal assaults, but through the process of

negation, where people treat you as if you weren’t there.””” Talking to other students,

it’s like [...] seeing them behind this forcefield, this plexiglass shield. You see this
smiling face that makes all these buddy-buddy noises, but you still get the feeling
they would rather hang out with an obscure strain of an incurable virus than you
[...] I had tried to penetrate the shield with charm and intellectual wit, all to no

avail. 2%

Chiah Deng’s description of a ‘forcefield’ and invisible ‘shield’ that is felt though not seen
alludes to an affective atmosphere both judgmental and rejecting of her. Affect is the
theoretical conduit Berlant uses to describe the strenuous condition of living in the cruelly
optimistic present, because affect is felt before it is known. The humour and hyperbole of
‘an obscure strain of an incurable virus’ being more preferred company than her does not
obscure the sense of hurt and affective crisis that Chiah Deng experiences in her
negotiation of the British cultural environment.

Chiah Deng is locked into an impasse of anxiety and obligation: wrestling her
sense of displacement and self-loathing about her national origin against her desire to
obtain a job that will provide for her family. She seeks an escape route from the structural
impasse of late capitalism briefly through the fantasies of transcendental respite and
enlightenment that Professor Ad-oy offers. However, it is ultimately only within the
soulless transnational corporate infrastructure of Mammon Inc. that Chiah Deng
ultimately finds a sense of belonging as one of its hip and elite Gen Vexers — described as
‘young, creative geniuses in glamour jobs, with nerd-high levels of education but a hip

sense of humour [and] no fixed identity,”"

they are ‘cosmopolitan citizens of the
world.”™ The commodification and ultimate erosion of cultural difference in favour of

the fantasy of transnational mobility is an enactment of the neoliberal concept of a good

293 Tan, p.132.
2% 1bid., p.132.
7 1bid., p.177.
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B 1bid., p. 143.
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life. Mammon Inc. is a developmental narrative with capitalist cynicism at its heart,
written in the hysterical realist vein that self-consciously wrestles with its position in the
Anglo-American literary marketplace. Its abundance of cultural references indicates an

anxiety over the task of cultural explanation to an imagined global capitalist elite.
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CHAPTER TWO | Lions in Winter (2009): Stereotypes of
Masculinity and Nostalgia in the Singaporean Diasporic Short Story

Lions in Winter is a collection of short stories about the negotiation of transnational
identities and the self and social perceptions of diasporic Singaporeans. Written by
United States-based Singaporean Wena Poon, published by British independent
publisher Salt, and depicting Singaporean diasporic characters across the United
Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, the collection both explores and instantiates examples
of hybrid identities and cultural plurality. However, as this chapter argues, the stories are
over-reliant on a binary logic internalised by both the characters and within the text itself
that re-inscribes rather than resists difference and exclusion.

In the book’s Forward, Poon describes the collection as ‘a series of love letters-
masquerading as short stories- to Singapore.?* This description is striking in its poignant
emotionality, particularly since it seems so incongruous with the content of the stories—
the majority of which convey an ambivalence about Singapore that in fact leans toward a
more negative valence than a positive one. This gap between authorial or aesthetic intent
and the final product (emphasis on product) signals the contradictory impulses of the
diasporic writer: torn between bittersweet nostalgic attachment to the imagined
homeland and incommensurable alienation and loss that necessitates the direct, reflective
address of letter writing that Poon suggests. The inclusion of a short story collection in
this thesis relates to the significance of the genre in Singaporean English writing as,

according to Mary Loh:

it is possible to trace through the development of Singapore short story, an
expanding apprehension of what it means to be Singaporean [...] the short story
has been likened to a single snapshot and a collection of short stories, to an
exhibition of images at an art or photography show [...] Collectively the various
views of the writers could be taken to give the reader a vista of the context or

society from which they originate.*®

21> Wena Poon, Lions in Winter, (Cromer: Salt Publishing, 2009), p.xi.

21 Mary Loh, ‘The First Decade: The Rise of the Singapore Short Story in English,’
Postcolonial Web, <http://www.postcolonialweb.org/singapore/literature/loh/loh2 . htmI>
[accessed 24 May 2018].
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Loh emphasizes the suitability of the form in demonstrating social commentary and
perspectives. In his study of the evolution of the short story in Southeast Asia, Jeremy
H.C.S Davidson points out its roots in two forms, the tale and the sketch. To Davidson,
the tale is ‘a manifestation of the desire of a culture to name and conceptualize its place in
the universe it realizes. It provides the culture’s narrative framework for [...] its vision of
itself.” In contrast, the sketch is ‘intercultural; it depicts some aspect of one culture for the
benefit or entertainment of another in a relaxed, informal style.”””Whilst I am cautious
about concurring wholly with this distinction, I would argue that Davidson’s attentiveness
to the cultural motility and transmutability of the short story form resonates with the
fluid and hybrid quality of Singaporean identity.

Philip Holden identifies the short story form as a particular genre of Singaporean
social action in that it is more concise and thus readily adaptable to social conditions than
the novel. He contends that the short story was in fact more important than the novel for
many Southeast Asian societies undergoing decolonization, owing to its roots in folk
stories, and its usefulness in being translated ‘as a way of learning both colonial and new
national languages; in all these ways it responds to the politics of nationalism.?®*He charts
the rise of the short story genre in Singapore in the 1970s and 1980s as ‘fitting a narrative
of development where Singaporeans became writers and thus autonomous subjects
through their narrativisation of quotidian experience.”*The form is significant to my
wider exploration of the Singaporean diasporic writer’s negotiation with the routes and
circuitries of transnational identity-making as its brevity and versatility has more of a
capacity, according to Holden, to ‘insinuate itself into the fabric of history, and yet its
fragmentary form raises contradictory questions that are never fully rationalized through
historicizing narratives.” In other words, the short story allows for more episodic and
conceptual explorations of questions about history and identity, as demonstrated in the
stories in Lions in Winter.

This chapter focuses on four stories in the collection— “Addiction”, “Dog Hot
Pot”, “Kenny’s Big Break” and “Those Who Leave, Those Who Stay” that bring

stereotypes of masculinity and diasporic nostalgia to the fore, although I will also be

*17 Jeremy H. C. S Davidson and Helen Cordell, The Short Story in South East Asia:
Aspects of a Genre (London: School of Oriental and African Studies, University of
London, 1982), p.2.
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evaluating the thematic resonances of the collection as a whole. “Dog Hot Pot” and the
titular story have a ruminative, epistolary quality to their narration. Other stories, such as
“Kenny’s Big Break”, are written in an explanatory tone seemingly aimed at a non-
Singaporean audience- the piece begins with ‘Public transportation, being relatively cheap
and widely available in Singapore, is an integral and unenviable aspect of school life on the
island.”'According to Gagiano, there is an ‘illocutionary force’ in convincing
representations of home cultures by diasporic writers who demonstrate ‘deep fondness for
their people exhibited by the authors through their characters?This lends the narrative ‘a
convincing quality, an authority or validity.”*Whilst Lions in Winter displays a nostalgic
tondness for ‘the inky-blueness of Singapore in the twilight...endless kingdoms of HDB
flats,”**it does not extend such a fond regard for its Singaporean characters. Thus the
‘illocutionary force’ of the collection ends up projecting a re-orientalising portrayal of
Singapore and a damning critique of Singaporean masculinity evidenced by several stories
that idealise and valorise Western liberal freedoms.

The synopsis on the back cover of Lions in Winter describes Singapore as ‘an
artificial port city created entirely by British traders in the 19% century.”*This description,
whilst not historically untrue, centers British colonial influence on not just the
development but also the creation of Singapore itself. Juliet Gardiner, in her examination
of contemporary publishing discourse and the author figure, argues that in the publication
process, the function of the author ‘has been commodified into the book and totalized in
its design [...] the performative act of the author is reproduced in the paperback’s
representation.””® The cover image, like that of Mammon Inc., depicts a romantically
blurred image of a beautiful young Asian woman, gazing pensively into a mirror.
Drawing attention to the paratextual elements of Lions in Winter contextualises the social
and material reality of its self-conscious positioning as a Singaporean title in an
international but very strongly Eurocentric literary marketplace. Lions in Winter is
simultaneously nostalgic for Singapore as a locality but dismissive of its potential as a site

of artistic and cultural sophistication and personal emancipation. It reinforces a binary

2! Wena Poon, Lions in Winter (Cromer: Salt Publishing, 2009), p.93.
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logic that denigrates Singaporean behaviour and upholds England and America as more
refined, freeing and fulfilling locales where outcast Singaporeans can feel unfettered, ‘cosy
and surrounded.”?’

Regina Lee argues that diasporic narratives that are too schematic in their
idealisation and nostalgia for an imagined homeland actually have the counterintuitive
effect of ‘further mystifying [...] already visible difference.”” Using Lisa Lau’s theory of
re-Orientalism as a starting point into my critical inquiry, this chapter explores how the
cultural stereotypes in Lions in Winter prevaricate anxieties over diasporic Singaporean
Chinese identity being elided into a wider Chinese diaspora. These stereotypes of
masculine obligation and homeland nostalgia actually work to reinforce the consignment
of the Oriental into the position of the Other.

Farid Laroussi asserts that Orientalism is a ‘never-dying ideology, at times
called...”neo-imperialism.”*It has the power to ‘create hierarchies even while sacrificing
meaning; it thrives on representations even while eschewing referentiality and turns
historical violence into experience that overrides authentic cultural encounters.”” These
stereotypical representations gloss over historical traumas and imbalances of power.
Laroussi equates Orientalism to inauthenticity of encounters and expressions.

Lau argues that diasporic authors are in a powerful representational position as
both insiders and outsiders of both the Orient and their Occidental country of settlement,
such that their ‘representing power can be simultaneously self and other...as both creators
and keepers of the global literary image.” This position, Lau asserts, has enabled the

2232

diasporic writers ‘voluntarily or otherwise, to re-orientalise™? their literary constructions

of their culture. Lau argues that re-orientalism is symptomatic of ‘the totalisation that

has always been present in literature, imposing the culture, values, attitudes etc. of a select
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minority as representative of the diverse majority,”’a viewpoint that Huggan seems to
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corroborate with his argument that postcolonial writers are expected to be ‘native
informants®* for their cultures who furthermore possess the ability to shape possibly
essentialist international views of their national identity.

Furthermore, re-orientalism has similar tendencies as colonial orientalism
according to Pramod K. Nayar as it ‘thrives on stereotyping, exoticisation and emphasis
on cultural difference of the ‘East’ from the ‘West’, which then begin to be seen as
definitive and ‘insider’ accounts of the Eastern culture.” Nayar asserts that re-
orientalising can also be interpreted as an expression of ‘a certain anxiety on the part of the
diasporic author, an anxiety to demonstrate authentic...identity,**thus encouraging the
author to draw from traditions and modes of behavior to ‘demonstrate...authenticity...by
returning to the very stereotypes the West has always perpetuated and sought.”This
question of authenticity is a dogged one for postcolonial writers. As Bill Ashcroft, Gareth
Griffiths and Helen Tiffin explain, claims to demonstrate cultural authenticity have the

tendency to

become entangled in an essentialist cultural position in which fixed practices
become iconized as authentically indigeneous and others are excluded as
hybridized or contaminated. This has as its corollary the danger of ignoring the

possibility that cultures may develop and change as their conditions change.**

I agree that the anxiety to demonstrate authentic identity inevitably leads to essentialising
and also raises questions, as Avtar Brah ventures, of ‘the problematic of the ‘indigene’
subject position and its precarious relationship to ‘nativist’ discourses.”*The politics of
location and the question of indigenous identity in hybrid Singapore is a central
preoccupation of Lions in Winter.

Lions in Winter re inscribes a Orientalist dynamic that centres Western cultural

sophistication and subjects Singaporean identity to a constant othering and ‘staged
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marginality***which emphasizes difference under ‘an exoticising imperialist gaze’.** This is
evident on a tonal level, from narrative observations such as: ‘a curious thing, the
Singapore accent,?*attributing Singaporean parents’ attitudes toward money as ‘a sign of
barbarism’,*?or “big-headed soldier” was what the Chinese in Singapore would exclaim
whenever they see pictures of the Queen of England’s guards marching in their tall black
bearskins.”*Is the former generalization even remotely true? However, Lions in Winter
does contain self-conscious, possibly self-referential moments that gesture toward the
anxiety of expression that Nayar details with regards to re-orientalism. As seen in this
section from ‘Addiction’, a story about Alistair, a gay Singaporean fashion student living

in London ruminating on his first fashion show:

When the day came, he watched his models parade down the catwalk in his batik
designs, and was overwhelmed with anger. He was stupid, stupid, thinking he
could pander to his Asian background. They just looked like cocktail waitresses.
They looked like air stewardesses. His designs looked cheap. He saw what the
other students had designed. There was nothing he could design that could bear
the sheer, studied sophistication of what they were doing. He felt he could never

catch up.2®

This section explicates cultural pandering in the context of creative work. It takes us
through quickly shifting negative registers of feeling: frustrated ‘anger’, self-loathing, self-
criticism and envy of non-Asians— elicited by Alistair’s Singaporean identity position and
outsider status. He feels like his work looks ‘cheap’ and inadequate compared to the
‘sheer, studied sophistication’ of the other students from other unspecified national
backgrounds. Never being able to ‘catch up’ also gestures toward the indoctrinated
subordination experienced by postcolonial subjects of not being able to keep up with
Eurocentric modernity. Alistair’s self-perception can be read as an expression of anxiety

over the pitfalls of attempting what Helena Liu calls strategic self-Orientalism, in which
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‘notions of essentialised difference™® are reproduced, resulting in a Singaporean
formulation of double consciousness. Alistair evidences a form of the internalised self-
loathing and sense of dislocation that DuBois propounded in the context of subordinated
groups oppressed by the white imperialist gaze of ‘always looking at one’s self through the
eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity.¥

Poon’s characters struggle to assimilate into their adopted cultural milieus due to
a mixture of internal and external pressures: wrestling with conflicts of allegiance and
identity-formation, or the expectations of family on male protagonists in particular. In his
introduction to Interlogue: Studies in Singapore Literature Volume 1: Fiction, Kirpal Singh

notes that Singaporean writers and readers have a tendency, caught at the interstices of

arguments and discussions

of the colonial versus the postcolonial, or the canonical versus the noncanonical
[...] we in Singapore — perhaps more than any other nation in the world — have
generally tended to pooh-pooh our own literature and continued, blindly, to value

‘the other’ which came and continues to come to us from afar.”*

This Singaporean tendency to valorise ‘the other’ and devalue ‘our own’ resonates with my
proposed extension of Gagiano’s ‘affiliative critique’ that identifies with yet disparages the
local.

Poon has an insider-outsider perspective as a diasporic Singaporean, relying on
cultural signifiers to analyze the consequences of globalisation and immigration. Lions in
Winter is replete with stereotypes that affirm Lau’s theory of re-Orientalism, which I am
using as the theoretical frame for this chapter. Lau defines re-Orientalism as emergent

from a postcolonial legacy that looks through multiple lenses:

Western lenses (using Western yardsticks, Western reference points, and Western

perspectives), through Oriental but distinctly class-informed lenses, and...the

> Helena Liu, ‘Beneath the White Gaze: Strategic Self-Orientalism among Chinese

Australians’, Human Relations, 70.7 (2017), pp. 781-804, p.787.

" DuBois., p.9.

0 Kirpal Singh, Interlogue: Studies in Singapore Literature, Vol. 1: Fiction,
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personal lenses of the individual artists themselves, with their unique
positionalities, geographies, and experiences [...] re-Orientalism Orientalises: it
challenges metanarratives but sets up alternative metanarratives of its own |[...]
binaries are internalized within the person of the artist, and the output is an

amalgamation of influences [...] and cultural touch points.”’

As a cultural producer with Eastern affiliations, Poon complies ‘with perceived
expectations of Western readers, by playing (along) with them or by discarding them
altogether.”™ Re-Orientalism theory holds that the greater self-representation of the
East/Orient is still carried out by ‘a select elite, mostly an English-speaking and Western-
educated group of Orientals [...] which therefore may merely constitute a transfer of
power from one dominant group to another, and may not constitute significant change in
the paradigm of power.”* Lions in Winter's use of cultural stereotypes reinforces such a
paradigm, and its migrant protagonists demonstrate the inherent multiplicity of the
diasporic perspective. Multiple narrators wrestle with their Singaporean identity whilst
being unable to fully fit into their adopted environments. Singapore seen through the
prism of these experiences is occasionally alienating. The narrator of the title story
contemplates ‘why do we constantly turn our prows to distant shores? The collection
offers a social critique of the globalised cultural hybrid citizen feeling marginalised from
their home country.

In Poon’s representation of the Singaporean milieu, the stereotypical portrayals of

7

both ‘well-heeled Singaporeans™’ as well as ‘tiny people leading tiny capsuled lives™®

serve to reinforce notions of cultural otherness juxtaposed against Singaporean behavior
with apparent certitude. Chakravorty cautions against taking these stereotypical portraits
at face value, as they may serve to corroborate differences ‘mediated by colonial and neo-

9259

imperial sensibilities™ and we must be mindful of our own complicity in interpreting and
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reaffirming Eurocentric prejudices.

This short story collection engages with and reiterates simplistic and crude
cultural binaries. The liberal freedom afforded by living in the UK and Canada is depicted
in sharp contrast to the conservative and crudely materialistic consumer culture of
Singapore. Poon’s characters possess what Ong terms as ‘flexible citizenship [...] the
cultural logistics of capitalist accumulation [...] that induce subjects to respond fluidly
and opportunistically to changing political-economic conditions.”” These diasporic
Chinese Singaporeans are highly attuned to the fluxes of identity formation, ‘in the
shifting field of modern geopolitics, and they are more likely to resist the hegemonic
discourses of political nationalism among those immigrant Chinese who closely identify
with China and Taiwan.”' They are both located and stranded within the wider Chinese
diaspora, and whilst flexible and responsive to political and economic mobility, the
diasporic citizens of Poon’s stories are unsettled by their spatial and cultural positioning
— a position which, as Holden argues, resides awkwardly between the West and the
South.*®

Lions in Winter emphasises a particular Singaporean quandary: should
Singaporean Chinese immigrants further identify with a broader collective Chinese
ancestry as diasporic subjects or attempt to reconnect with their Singaporeanness?
Singapore’s liminal position in ethnic and cultural consciousness as well as the politics of
language usage, results in a double-pronged sense of alienation for overseas Singaporeans.
This alienation experienced by diasporic Chinese Singaporeans is explored overtly and
thematically throughout the collection. Chang, the protagonist in “The Man Who Was
Afraid of ATMs laments ‘Our English is not good enough for the English, and our
Chinese is not good enough for the Chinese.””Homi K. Bhabha conceptualizes hybrid
liminal identity as the ‘Third Space’ that emphasizes the potential for ‘a narrative strategy
for the emergence and negotiation of those agencies of the [...] diasporic that incite us to

think through— and beyond—theory,**but rather than possessing the agency and ability
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to negotiate difference, the characters in Lions in Winter find themselves returning or
reduced to essentialism. Cultural difference is fetishised in this hybrid ‘Third Space’ they
tind themselves in, and subject to the counter-hegemonic ambivalence and instability that
Bhabha conceptualizes; though this fluidity is expressed through tonal slippages and
cultural explanation rather than attaining the emancipatory, ‘innovative [...] collaboration
and contestation that Bhabha envisions.

In his review of Lions in Winter in Quarterly Literary Review Singapore, Eddie Tay
attributes these moments of explanation or slippage into North American or Australian
terminology as a by-product of the tensions Poon faces ‘negotiating multiple readerships
much in the same way that many of her characters are negotiating multiple cultures.”*
Catering to a global Anglophone readership results in these slippages into explanation. In
Bhabha’s analysis of stereotypes in “The Other Question”, he calls stereotyping an
ambivalent act ‘of projection and introjection, metaphoric and metonymic strategies™ in
order to present cultural short hands that reinforce Orientalist and Occidentalist clichés.
Tamara S. Wagner presents a comprehensive study of Occidentalist tropes in
Singaporean and Malaysian novels and argues that occidentalism’s ‘meaning oscillates

3

between a study of “the West” [...] and a retaliatory strategy”® against colonialist
y ry gy g

discourse. Poon’s narrators hurl ‘desultory comments™”

about both foreigners and fellow
Singaporeans. Joanne, the narrator of “Those Who Serve, Those Who Do Not,” has lived
in Australia for a decade, and reflects patronisingly upon the ‘thousands of nameless,
faceless, sun-darkened sinewy men™” who have stayed in Singapore to serve mandatory
National Service. Constructs of foreign and localised identity intersect in the collection
through Poon’s staged dilemmas of family and belonging within a global diasporic

framework.

Sandra Ponzanesi cautions against the simplistic application of diaspora or one
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global diasporic framework. To Ponzanesi, the concept of diaspora is a multilayered one
‘that needs to be critically defined in order to be counter hegemonic.””" If handled
crudely, the notion of diaspora turns into an avenue of postcolonial consumption,

2 rather than a means of

participating in what Huggan terms ‘the postcolonial exotic,”
postcolonial resistance. The binary logic of otherness and belonging and particularly the
East vs. the West in Lions in Winter successfully invokes the complex, ambivalent feelings
experienced by diasporic subjects, but does not transcend stereotypical characterisations of
the Singaporeans who have stayed in the country. As such, it cannot be said to be counter
hegemonic to the dominant Eurocentric cultural paradigms and social atmospheres it
explicitly privileges.

The transnational Americanised existence that has defined Poon’s identity as a
diasporic Chinese Singaporean writer makes her character’s perceptions of native
Singaporeans both stereotypical and nostalgic. Poon writes suspended in what Julia

Kristeva terms a state of ‘perpetual transience,””

a shifting sense of discordance that
alternates between love and loathing for Singapore. Being a foreigner engenders ‘a secret
wound,”?™ a deep-seated melancholia at estrangement from ‘the lost homeland.”” The
narrative distance Poon enacts between Singaporeans who have stayed at home and those
who have left for the UK and the US, suggests that the mobile subject position of the
diasporic citizen is more unstable and dynamic than the relatively fixed identity position
of permanent residents.

James Procter applies the concept of ‘diaspora’ both to the context of the
geographical phenomenon — traversing physical terrain as an individual or a group — as
well as a theoretical ‘way of thinking, or of representing the world.’
% As a transnational writer whose work depicts the culturally, spatially, and linguistically

multilayered nuances of Singaporean diasporic identity, Poon represents the world

through a particular lens that she describes in the preface to Lions in Winter as
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‘philopatric’ in nature:

Sea turtles don’t migrate. They exhibit philopatry, from the Greek philo (‘love’)
and patris (‘fatherland’). They hatch, swim out into the wild tides of the vast
ocean, and come back from time to time to their old nesting grounds.

I migrated from Singapore to the United States when I was 17, leaving
one of England’s smallest former colonies for one of her largest. Despite liking

the rough tumble of the ocean waves, I regularly swim back to the shore.””’

In using the analogy of the sea turtle, Poon attempts to frame her thematic fixation with
Singapore as one that is reflexive and characterised by the ability to return to the location
of origin. Shirley Geok-lin Lim terms this continuing relationship as ‘transnationality as
opposed to diaspora.”” Furthermore, implicit in this statement is Poon’s assertion that a
concept of Singapore (the shore in her analogy) is stable, even though the stories
themselves refute this with their depictions of an ever-shifting cityscape and the erosion
of old traditions. This self-described philopatric instinct is characterised by a deep
nostalgia in Poon’s stories for ‘things in Singapore that I forgot to miss, because I didn’t
even know they were gone™™” — a nostalgic version of Singapore represented in objects
and outmoded traditions that have made way for accelerated modernisation and
economic growth. This nostalgic vision of Singapore has acceded to a modernity that, it
is suggested, has erased some of the distinctiveness of the Singapore eulogised in the first
place. Poon also borrows analogies from the natural world to analyze the behaviours of

Singaporeans overseas:

According to a wildlife documentary Chang saw on cable, chameleons hated
company. If another chameleon came near, they would fight and be forcibly
ejected from the other’s territory. Annette reminded him of a chameleon. Once

she adapted to fit into her surroundings, she preferred not to be near her own

kind.**
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This description directly echoes the ‘learnt chameleon abilities® described by Lau in her
study of the re-Orientalism found in the fiction of diasporic women writers from South
Asia. It demonstrates a recurrent problem Lau identifies with diasporic women writers;
‘the inclination to generalise with totalisations, sweeping statements appearing more the
norm than the exception.”? It is ironic that Lau’s observation is itself a generalisation, but
this is indicative of the double bind inherent in trying to both articulate and define the
traits of Poon’s transnational stories that stage conflicts between Singaporean and external
cultures via the use of generalisations, totalisations and the malleability and what
Chakravorty called the ‘perceived flatness™ of stereotypes. Stereotypes perpetuate
essentialist discourses that problematically pitch diasporic writers like Poon as ‘native

informants™%

and representatives of their culture. Dorothy Figueira describes native
informants as ‘disciplinary gatekeepers providing an authoritative version of history for
the upper classes (reformers or nationalists), and the West.*This tendency to provide
an ‘authoritative version of history’ catered toward a particular Western audience
highlights the complicated subject positions of diasporic postcolonial subjects who
replicate colonially imposed taxonomies of difference through stereotyping. That these
versions of culture are taken at face value to be authentically representative highlights
the potential for native informants to present romanticized essentialist versions of
national and sexual identity and lived experience.

Brah and Bhabha emphasize the interconnectedness of otherness and heterosexual
cultural norms with ‘patriarchal regimes of power [...] all sexualities in a racialised context
are inscribed by racialised matricses of power.”*Singapore has a semi-traditional,
Confucian-based culture that espouses the assertion of heterosexuality while maintaining
reverence and respect for the sanctimony of marriage and the preservation and respect of
the family unit. Discourses and modes of asserting gender identity form part of the

ongoing construction of postcolonial identity. In her study on masculinities, R.W.
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Connell puts forth that ‘hegemonic masculinities are socio-culturally and historically

. 287
contingent’

and the ongoing process of globalisation has made regional and local gender
orders and gender roles open to external influences and evolving representations of ideal
male hood and machismo as circulated through mass culture and the media. Sexual
otherness highlights structural and social regimes of power and is exaggerated, as Bhabha
explains, in the fetishised discourse of the stereotype. The ‘currency’ and ‘force of
ambivalence™®in the stereotype perpetuates it along formal and social lines.

Peter C. Pugsley notes that the Singaporean governmental system has set down a
notionally strict regime of moral standards in terms of constructing an ideal standard of
Singaporean male hood that conforms along racial lines, with social norms and family-
oriented structures promoting the perpetuation and reinforcement of the Chinese
patriarchy. In the mass media and governmental incentives for married flat buyers, there
is scope for ‘exploring how Western notions of masculinity are produced, controlled or
refigured in the case of a non-Western country.”® Asian men also have to contend with
the particular anxiety of appearing emasculated, docile, and effeminate.””*As Virinder S.
Kalra asserts, reflecting upon the ‘colonial construction of masculinities exposes the extent
to which continuities and disjunctives in representation are tied up with governmental
discourse.”Whilst it is over simplistic to assume that all Asian men ‘under empire were
telt to be, and felt themselves to be, unmanly and effeminate,*?it is worth considering
how much of an impact colonial and Western normative values of masculinity had and
continue to bear upon Singaporean self-perception and the strategic negotiation and
representation of patriarchy and manhood.

In a study of the subjective masculine norms, male Singaporean university

students were asked about their understanding of what most people in Singapore believed

with regards to social norms concerning male behavior. Of those surveyed, 49.4%
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believed that ‘providing for the family’ in terms of being the main breadwinner was
expected of them; 45.1% believed that ‘being a gentleman’ in terms of treating women
with chivalry and charm was expected and desired in them; 35.3% believed ‘emotional
toughness’ was a crucial male norm, in terms of ‘being emotionally strong, being tough,
not disclosing feelings or weakness’, 28.5% believed in ‘avoidance of inferiority to women’
with regards to ‘being superior to women, not being subordinate to womer’, and 27%
believed that ‘avoidance of femininity’ was a male social norm, the elaboration involving
‘avoidance of stereotypically feminine activities or behaviors (excluding avoidance of
homemaking)’, with the examples of ‘not acting feminine or putting makeup on.””

The salient emphasis on emotional toughness, and the display of stereotypically
masculine stoicism, as well as the maintenance of patriarchal attitudes against the equality
of genders in the workplace, demonstrate a particular set of culturally informed and
gendered anxieties faced by Singaporean men. Imagery and norms of machismo develop
along the lines of Singaporean nationalism and identity-building, in terms of the 1980s’
economic spurt in Singapore and its concomitant model of middle-class, -elitist
masculinity expected of the transcultural, transnational and upwardly mobile breadwinner
and family man. In a country with a strong focus on marriage as promoted in government
subsidies of property sales to couples, the desirability of men as partners is also linked to
masculine logics of money in terms of their economic viability (earning potential) and
therefore their ability to provide for the family.

Lions in Winter depicts several examples of anxious, conflicted Singaporean
masculinity. Firstly in ‘Addiction’, where the gay undergraduate Alistair hides his sexuality
from his family. Next, in terms of the rigors and demands of male-mandatory National
Service in “Those Who Serve; Those Who Do Not,” where a woman who has emigrated
to Australia returns to Singapore for a visit and reflects on the comparative provincialism
of the place she has left behind, and her cousin who must serve mandatory National
Service. Finally and most strikingly, ‘Kenny’s Big Break’ presents a damning portrayal of
Singaporean chauvinism in the form of a bildungsroman.

The title character in ‘Kenny’s Big Break,’ the surly, cussing teenager Kenny,

makes the following claim to identity:
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‘What makes you think I won't serve National Service [...] so what if T live
abroad. Doesn’t mean I'm a traitor. Being Singaporean is something much larger
than simply living in Singapore. I'm not going to stay behind just to prove [a]

stupid point.’zg4

Something ineffably larger’ than location defines the quality of being Singaporean, looms
over Kenny’s complicated and recalcitrant attitude toward living abroad and putting off
National Service, his duty to national security. Kenny and his friend Chee Beng are
constantly mindful of their behaviour and speech volume on public transport; ‘Singapore
sucks,” Chee Beng opines, and their aspirations to study film together and move to
Hollywood in order to ‘become the next Ben Affleck and Matt Damon™ demonstrates
the dominance of American popular culture over Singaporean adolescent imagination.
‘Kenny’s Big Break’ offers a lively and affectionate insight into the lives and
predilections of the two sixteen-year-old school boys. Kenny’s sister Margaret is getting
married to an American colleague, described as a nondescript Jewish American man
named Jonathan, ‘with his receding hairline, not good looking™’ yet gushed over by his
bride-to-be and mother as like Ralph Fiennes, Antonio Banderas, and Tom Hanks, all
rolled into one.” These figures from Hollywood, the bastion of American popular
culture, are mentioned to compound the dominant position of a Westernised vision of
male masculinity. Hollywood is where Kenny and Chee Beng pin their aspirations of
malehood and film career success; ‘Singapore sucks™ because it is oppressive and ‘it
sucked being the younger son in a Chinese family [...] constantly emasculated by a fussy
mother and an over-bearing, pious sister.”” Kenny and Chee Beng replicate the bravado

and machismo of older boys, exhibiting a distrust of women:

they often had ‘what’s a guy to do? deliberations on the ride home [...] At
Kenny’s school, the combination of highly intelligent male puberty with a lack of

gender diversity was a volatile one. The teachers were mostly women, on whom
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the school boys projected a mixture of misogynistic disdain, sexual desire, and

violent contempt.301

What Poon does not allow her teenaged narrator to admit is that the hothouse single-sex
environment of an all boys’ school is fairly universal. Yet Kenny attributes his
discomfiture to his cultural context and environment, citing the difficult behavior of his

temale relatives as ‘payback for centuries of Chinese male patrizurchy’m2

— again, a
patriarchal society is not unique to Singapore.

The story concludes in summary rather than present action; after months of
careful preparation, Margaret’s wedding culminates in a series of unforeseen logistical
disasters such as the bride fainting from hunger and her hair uncoiling; amidst the
commotion that ensues, the moneybox for wedding offerings, customary at Chinese
weddings, goes missing. It turns out that Kenny stole it, and used the money it contained
to fund his education overseas. By the end of the story, Kenny and Chee Beng end up in
Los Angeles, where they feel free to speak as loudly as they like ‘because nobody would
report them.”” Poon stages too crude a binary between Western liberal freedoms and
Singaporean stricture. The ending of the story is implausible to the point of taking on an
almost fairytale quality; the logistics of a sixteen-year-old boy paying for an American
college education with money found in a box, and undergoing the college applications so
straightforwardly, is ludicrous. After he admits the theft to Chee Beng, his best friend
applauds him by saying he has ‘got the balls. And he was free to say it as loud as he liked,
because nobody would report them.** ‘Kenny’s Big Break’ makes no show of hiding that
it is ultimately a masculine fantasy writ large, and, more contentiously, one which
privileges Los Angeles as a sort of creative utopia filled, in contrast to Singapore, with
glittering opportunity. Kenny and Chee Beng’s schoolboy misogyny is acknowledged but
ultimately goes unchecked and unexamined.

Kenny refers to his sister as a ‘bitch®” several times and tells her that she only
marries outside of her race ‘because no Chinese man wants you’.”*® Kenny’s simultaneous

self-Orientalising and privileging of the Occidental masculine ideal over the Singaporean
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is contradictory to this statement, which suggests that Margaret has been rejected by the
‘better’ group of male prospects, and thus has to settle for Jonathan, who never appears in
the present action of the story but is revealed to have ‘annulled the wedding and returned
to New Jersey.””” Ultimately, the foreign groom has the agency to leave the disastrous
wedding, much like Kenny in his implausible and unlikely male fantasy. Kenny and Chee
Beng are older by the end of the story but no more emotionally or intuitively evolved, it
seems, in their perceptions toward women or in their understanding of their own
complicity in reinforcing stereotypical narratives of Americanised masculinity.

Similarly, in ‘Addiction’, there is too schematic a distinction between London and
Singapore; a self-Orientalizing binary that reinforces outmoded East-West dichotomies.
Alistair is an undergraduate medical student who yearns to be a fashion designer and
London is portrayed as the bastion of liberal acceptance and cultural sophistication, in
sharp contrast to how Singapore and Alistair’s parents are portrayed as stereotypically
materialistic, and poorly educated; they ‘never made it past secondary school®® and
exhibit signs ‘of barbarism.*” Alistair is described as having ‘an innate sense of style [...]
he gravitated towards Western art because he never saw much Asian art growing up.”"
The qualifying statement of style being linked to Western art due to Alistair’s lack of
exposure is a throwaway one, and the underlying sentiment raised by the story of Asian
ignorance is revealed in the scene when Alistair’s parents bring him to the Louvre in Paris.
Instead of viewing any exhibitions, they wait for him in the gift shop and his father
assumes that Alistair wanted to visit the museum in order to see the bared breasts of the

Muses in the paintings:

‘These Western women, they always have great tits, huh?

Alistair was utterly humiliated. Little blue-frocked French schoolgirls trickled
past him [...] his mother was tight-lipped and said that young children should not
be exposed to so much nudity. ‘Look at our Chinese art,” she said to no one in

particular.’"!
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While his father’s bawdy comment has the potential to explore the narrative nuances of
Alistair’s closeted homosexuality and a father-son dynamic specific to a Singaporean
Chinese family, Alistair’s reaction is never described. Instead, the focus remains trained on
his parents’ crudely philistine nature. They are steeped in an unearned pride in Chinese
culture, addressed to ‘no one in particular’. Their rampant consumerism in the form of
waiting in the gift shop rather than bothering to view the exhibitions emphasises a
grotesquely caricatured lack of sophistication. To compound their uncultured sensibilities
even further, his parents are incapable of appreciating Shakespearean theatre. There is a
cartoonish, dismissive quality to these comparisons, an inferiority of discernment
connoted that privileges European aesthetics as the pinnacle of fine taste.

Back in London, Alistair finds inspiration in ‘the British Museum and ponder(s)
the Venuses.”” He designs a fashion collection called Ighigenia at Aulis, mapping his
creative vision from Greek origins. Alistair meets Brian and the two begin a relationship,

and Alistair does not even consider telling his parents, owing to the family’s conservatism:

They belonged to a different world. He didn’t tell his sister, Yvette, because he
knew she would make him feel ashamed. She was the kind of Singaporean girl
who put the name of her church on her C.V. It was important that one went to
the right country club; the right church. But even at the right church, things
happen. Someone at her church came out of the closet years ago. Big story. Their
parents took out an advertisement in the papers disclaiming future family ties

with their son.*"

This passage explicitly emphasises the East-West cultural divide through placing
Singapore in ‘a different world’ to Alistair’s enlightened London, and re-Orientalism
works here to reinforce the imbalance of power through its belittling and reductive
description of Yvette. ‘The right country club [and] the right church’ are two
representations of modern Singaporean identity formation evidenced in capitalist status
symbol and religious institution. Christianity, which accounts for 18.8% of Singapore’s

religious data’™ is portrayed as a conservative tool of oppression, and the parents who
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publicly disown their son for coming out are yet another demonstration of the close-
mindedness of Singaporeans.

Although Alistair’s longing for acceptance and the complicated pressures he feels
to conform to certain ideals of Singaporean malehood is poignant, ultimately the
opposition between Singapore and London that Poon sets up is too simplistic and has the
effect of re-Orientalizing her subjects. ‘Addiction’ aims to be a poignant representation of
closeted homosexuality in Singapore, a country where homosexuality is illegal’” and
stigmatised, constituting a threat to the paternalistic state; homosexual sex is outlawed
through Sections 377 and 377A of the Penal Code that states that ‘gross indecency’ in the
form of ‘carnal intercourse against the order of nature™'® between two men is punishable
by imprisonment. The Penal Code itself was brought forth from the colonial
era,’”perpetuating the essentialising patterns of repetition that Robert Young suggests is
an adverse effect of the imperial and colonial discourse, giving rise to the ongoing concept
of hybridity. Whilst Young acknowledges what Bhabha has pointed out as the potential
of hybridity to be ‘an active [...] challenge against a dominant colonial power,”"® Young is
still very cautious that the act of deconstructing essentialist notions has the effect of
repeating them and bringing them to fore.

Alistair’s coming-out narrative is subsumed by the blatant perpetuation of
Orientalist notions of the need for Western intervention or rescue; he comes out to his
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and is disapproved of by his ignorant

cousin in America, who ‘married a Caucasian

parents. The cousin, Joan, demonstrates empathy and compassion. She tells him she is
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aware of his ‘painful struggle™ and this leads Alistair to muse that he cannot believe that

America is a place
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Where people were counselled to handle homosexuals with kid gloves. A place
where, perhaps, schoolchildren were sent to revere the naked breasts of the Venus
de Milo, and there was no shame. Was this a corrupt society, or an enlightened

one?*?!

America is interpreted as a site of acceptance and cultural sophistication — again, a
generalisation that widens the gap between the diasporic Other and the culturally
authenticated and ‘enlightened” West. Alistair’s cousin tells him to take his coming out
process ‘one day at a time’ as his parents ‘feel powerless, far away. You are in a magic
forest. They can’t reach you.”” This reinstatement problematically positions London as a
liberal haven, a ‘magic forest’ compared to the lowbrow, controlling and consumerist
culture of Singapore, as represented by Alistair’s parents.

In the stories, the characters themselves generalise their othering and perception
by the dominantly white masses, addressing a broadly defined ‘they’, ‘us vs. them’. Their
alterity forms part of a signifying chain, as espoused by Stuart Hall: “The Other ceased to
be a term fixed in place and time external to the system of identification and became,
instead, a symbolically marked “constitutive outside”, a positionality of differential
marking within a discursive chain.”” Bulent Diken defines the stranger as one who

inhabits ‘a space of ambivalence, in which one is not quite ‘us’ or ‘them,”*

including
foreigners and immigrants under this category before extending it to everybody. Sara
Ahmed then reconfigures this universalised ontology of strangerhood into a call to avoid
stranger fetishism and to consider ‘how the stranger is an effect of processes of inclusion
and exclusion, or incorporation and expulsion, that constitute the boundaries of bodies
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and communities.’
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As Lim and Holden contend, diasporic Singaporeans for whom Singapore was
‘formative creatively and socially’ are subject to ‘shifting, unstable, provisional, and
processural categories of belonging.””® It is this unstable construction of Singaporean
national identity and the discomfiture of claiming a sense of belonging in Singapore that
preoccupies the stories. Poon’s narrators both self-identify with Singaporeanness yet resist
tully relating to Singaporeans who have stayed and lived in Singapore their whole lives. As
the narrator in the title story laments, I could not fit into the Singapore of [...] Chong
and his marine club membership, and Mrs. Ong with her heartbreaking sadness in her
Tweety Bird t-shirt.””’

These markers of material wealth and consumerism both define and alienate the
narrator, reflecting the common preoccupation in the collection with Western
globalisation and Singapore’s accelerated capital growth have served to both jettison
Singapore’s economic development as well as erode the diasporic narrators’ sense of
belonging. Cherian George argues in Singapore: The Air-Conditioned Nation that the
comfort that has arisen in Singapore from capitalist growth comes at the expense of tight
control from the ruling People’s Action Party and has also resulted in a consumerist
culture that lacks the vividness and variety of debate and dissent.”*

Alienated from their own countrymen, Poon’s narrators are unable to fully claim
the mainland Chinese ethnic identity imposed upon them overseas, nor are they able to
linguistically assimilate into the English-speaking culture: ‘Our English is not good
enough for the English, and our Chinese is not good enough for the Chinese.”” Poon’s
Singaporean narrators find themselves unable to comfortably fit into the broader Chinese
diasporic community. Brah, theorising hybridity and diaspora, states an intention to
analyse the ‘psychic investment in the idea of belonging to ‘a people” and how this notion
is constituted and mobilized in and through economic, political and cultural
processes’.™To Brah, we ‘carry the traces in our psyches™®' of the effects of social

relations and self-perception; attempts to overcompensate or over-articulate diasporic
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hybridity can have the effect of reinforcing essentialism and stereotypical portrayals of
identity instead, as demonstrated in “The Man Who Was Afraid of ATMs.

In this story, the grandfatherly protagonist Chang ‘distrusted white girls [...] the
peachy, rotund fecundity of the girls [at his granddaughter’s] school was alarming.*** He
thinks of the comparatively staid, reserved nature of his former female pupils in flattering
contrast; expressing a view of Singaporean femininity that he finds lacking elsewhere. He
finds comfort in Chinatown, even though he did not frequent Chinatown back in
Singapore, because there is a different solace to the area ‘in a foreign place. He felt more
comfortable being surrounded by Chinese faces, buying from Chinese stores.”” Chang
attempts to attend to his sense of displacement and the erosion of his identity as a
schoolteacher and father by attempting to engage in a wider shared ethnic identity.

The essentialism and re-Orientalism of the collection continues in ‘Dog Hot Pot,’
narrated by a droll academic researching food culture and history. He feels like nobody in
his family takes his profession seriously as ‘a Chinese Singaporean man [studying] the
food history of white people’.”* He is married to a white American vegetarian named
Nancy, and the young couple’s squabbles and cultural differences make up much of the
comic tension in the first half of the story. Poon stages a clash in cultural perceptions
between the vegetarian American (Nancy) and her meat-eating Singaporean Chinese

husband (the narrator). The story is replete with stereotypical cultural generalisations:

‘Most people around the world eat the same few animals- cow, chicken- why do
Asians have to set themselves apart with this dog thing? Why hasn’t the practice
died out? I mean, drowning of girl babies has died out, hasn’t it?’

Nancy [...]said there was nothing in it, that I needn’t try to ferret out some theory

about Asians. I couldn’t help it. ***

Although tongue-in-cheek, this exchange reveals a self-exoticisation and re-Orientalizing
on the part of the male Asian narrator disparaging other Asians to Nancy, his white wife.
Chinese consumption of dog meat is a common epithet of the country, connoting

barbarism and poor taste. Yet when the narrator suggests that ‘the Chinese would eat
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anything on four legs, even tables and chairs,**

it is Nancy who is more sympathetic by
suggesting that her husband always gets upset ‘when some Asian person in the world does
something that you wouldn’t do.””” Both parties are guilty of totalizing and generalizing

in this exchange. The narrator castigates his own wife for having

a quintessential American trait: an unrelentingly broad view of the world.
Nothing shocked her...I often think: here is a woman whose ancestors went forth
stubbornly as missionaries in the malarial jungles of Africa and Asia. The kind of
people who would be the last to leave during a civil war, protecting babies and

orphans.™

The narrator praises Nancy’s unfazed attitude as quintessentially, desirably American and
frames historical interventions of the US in an overwhelmingly positive manner —
describing missionaries ‘protecting babies and orphans.”” Adopting such a lack of
historical and critical consideration to the dominant position of the US indicates the
tendency of Orientalism to abstract and generalise, as the narrator is doing here,
attributing the hegemony of the West to benevolent white saviorhood. The Orient is
continuously defined relative to the Occident, without irony, and the story develops into
an extended treatise on diasporic identity politics and the exoticisation of food when the
narrator decides to write his thesis about whether people in his native Singapore eat dogs.
He returns to Singapore for a research trip and is reacquainted with the temperate and
quotidian realities of modern Singapore such as ‘the heat, the humidity, the fact that taxi

drivers give change’.340 This leads the realisation that:

as a Singaporean Chinese person who had lived abroad for a long time, I had

evolved into a self-appointed Public Relations Officer for the entire Chinese race.

Yes, all one billion of them.*

The narrator feels like a cultural representative for the wider Chinese diasporic group, and
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his feelings of exile and displacement are strengthened when he is confronted by his
parents as to why he is married to a white American and not coming home. The narrator
sentimentalises Singaporean weather, and nested within the stereotypical narrative are
moments of tender observation, such as the description of the narrator’s parents typically
eating in the kitchen rather than ‘the dim little dining room,”**reserved for guests.

However, the narrator’s position does not shift by the end of the story; it still
dogmatically generalises Singaporean and Chinese culture. ‘At least my people here have
dropped the dog habit from old Mother China,’ the narrator says, deeming it ‘progress.”*
Orientalist stereotypes persist of barbaric, cruel Chinese people, subaltern to the
hegemonic and more evolved, compassionate and refined Western cultures. The privilege
and constraint of the narrator’s diasporic experience is revealed in the narrowness and
cynicism of his concluding observations.

In conclusion, Lions in Winter demonstrates a re-Orientalising tendency toward
cultural stereotyping that reveals deep-seated anxieties about transnational identity.
Evident across the collection is the sense of discomfort experienced by diasporic
Singaporean Chinese in being tied to the wider Chinese diaspora. Poon’s nostalgia for a
Singapore left behind and irrevocably changed is another commonality in the stories.
Several stories demonstrate a concern for cultural ideals of masculinity and masculine
unease, bringing to bear the social influence of Asian family-unit centred state policies
promoted by the Singaporean government since independence.

Whilst Poon’s stories demonstrate a sensitivity and understanding of the
transnational complexities and struggles with identity and identification found in
Singaporean diasporic Chinese existence, her treatment of contemporary local society
relegates Singaporeans into the position of the other, thereby reinforcing Western
cultural hegemony. The discourse of re-Orientalism opens up useful avenues for
considering the representational and oftentimes conflicted emotional complexities of the
philopatric return that Poon describes. Such emotional complexities and conflicts are
produced and negotiated in her fiction.

Ultimately Lions in Winters demonstrates the enduring quality of Orientalist
discourse through the perspectives of diasporic subjects who half-heartedly attempt, and

fail, to subvert and transcend it. Singapore’s position as a postcolonial, multicultural, and

2 Poon., p. 25.

* Tbid., p. 28.
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multilingual space complicates attempts at representing Singaporean distinctiveness. The
subject lens of Chinese Singaporean diasporic identity comes with its own set of anxieties,
privileges. and middle-class subjectivities. The alienation and nostalgia experienced by
diasporic Singaporeans who feel both out of place and out of time is tempered with re-
Orientalist, skewed representations of both Singaporean and Western cultures. This is
arguably part of the condition of writing about, as Ang puts it, a country ‘based on

memory [rather] than present enmeshment.”*

* Ang., p.54.
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CHAPTER THREE | Sarong Party Girls (2017): Orientalist
Stereotypes, Language and Identity in the Singlish Novel

Cheryl Lu-Lien Tan’s 2016 novel Sarong Party Girls is written entirely in the Singlish
patois, a deeply political literary decision that disturbs the reader’s comfortable
consumption of standardised English. Every page is replete with Singlish references,

346 th at

syntactical inversions such as ‘slowly slowly walk*”or ‘round, round, big, big
demand the non-Singaporean reader’s constant attention and contextual understanding in
order to parse meaning and context. Since publication, the novel has been picked up by a
Los-Angeles based studio for adaptation into a comedic drama series, and has spent 31
weeks on The Straits Times bestseller list— the longest-ever record for a Singaporean
writer since the inception of the list in 2000. Her Singaporean distributor Leslie Lim
suggests that the book’s popularity and international success indicates that titles by
Singaporean authors ‘have broken a barrier and are now being perceived as being as good
as imported fiction.”

In an interview with Publisher’s Weekly, Rachel Kahan, Tan’s editor from the
American publishing house William Morrow states that the ‘terrific reception’ of Sarong
Party Girls indicates ‘that American readers are willing to get very intimate with the
language and culture of Singapore’, adding that ‘Singapore writers who write in English
tend to be fluent in Western culture, making their storytelling style more easily
accessible for Western readers.”® Could it be that the international success of this
Singlish novel which does not include a glossary signals a shift toward more openness
and inclusivity in the reception of postcolonial diasporic literary texts? Or does Kahan’s
remark merely reinforce an entrenched market colonised cultural rubric where to ensure

their success, such novels must be palatable and ‘accessible’ to Western readers? This
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chapter argues that Sarong Party Girls stages conflicts between Singapore, the East and
the West through cultural and gendered stereotypes which necessitate an evaluation of
othering and essentialism. It most closely fits Gagiano’s concept of an affiliative critique
of Singapore in how it registers ‘androcentric portrayals [of Singaporean society] with
[...] gynocentric orientation, which makes spaces for different, previously unsung forms
of female heroism.*” The novel demonstrates sensitivity toward the humanity and
humour of Singaporeans and the Singaporean context, but also manages to critique the
ageism and hypocrisy of Singaporean sexual mores. By drawing attention to the
continuing and historical domination and fetishisation of the Asian female body, as well
as the essentialist internalised racism Singaporean Chinese women feel toward Mainland
Chinese females, Saromg Party Girls transcends an essentialist and homogenised
representation of Singaporean identity. Jazzy, the Singlish narrator, works through and
uncovers her ‘unsung...female heroism’ through designating and then overturning
stereotypical indicators of sexual and social worth.

Marie Kolkenbrock contends that ‘stereotypes as othering tools stabilize the
boundaries between norm and “other” and work to keep subjects in their assigned
positions of the social order.”” Sarong Party Girls examines the patriarchal and national
structures that serve to reinforce stereotypes of sexual and social othering in Singapore.
This chapter examines the political and social implications of Tan’s use of Singlish in
Sarong Party Girls. Situated within the corpus of postcolonial diasporic literature, what
does this linguistic decision tell us about the current reading and reception of works of
postcolonial diasporic literature? Singlish brings up questions about the power dynamics
inherent in language and English as a colonising lingua franca. The use of standard
English as the language of commerce and trade raises questions about the neo-imperial
positioning of Singapore in relation not just to the West but the rest of the globalising
world. Chow argues that this Westernisation has come from a process of adaptation and
Eurocentric assimilation, and that our reading and reception of texts is inextricably bound

up in identity politics in relation to structures of power and displacement:

Unlike what Oriental things still are to many Europeans and Americans, ‘Western

things’ to a Chinese person are never merely dispensable embellishments; their
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presence has for the past century represented the necessity of fundamental
adaptation and acceptance. It is the permanence of imprints left by the contact
with the West that should be remembered even in an ethnic culture’s obsession

with Gtself.>!

Sarong Party Girls depicts a society that has fundamentally adapted and absorbed the
inescapable imprints of Western culture eked out through colonialism and the
enforcement of English, and its linguistic mode of Singlish locates it within a counter-
tradition, what Shirley Lim describes as ‘the attempt to use English in its local varieties,
often with an emphasis on local colour, social observations and socio-political comments
and criticism.”*

In an interview with 7he Rumpus, Tan states that she originally set out to write
Sarong Party Girls as a non-fiction ‘exploration of what it can be like to be female in
modern Asia and, specifically, Singapore.”>

This serves as a mission statement of sorts which signposts the novel as a literary
expression of modern Singaporean femininity with all of its humour, downsides, and
complications. As a novel written in the local English Creole, Sarong Party Girls invites
the consideration of what nuances are conveyed or excluded from the ‘good’ standardised
English promoted by Singapore’s government campaigns. In the author’s note that
prefaces the book, Tan states that Singlish was the target of the Singaporean
government’s ‘Speak Good English’ campaigns, but ‘Singlish has turned out to be like a
weed— it lives on.”* By consciously writing her book in ‘bad’ English and explicitly
embracing the resilience of the vernacular, Tan draws constant attention to the book’s
Singaporean setting and a form of lively, defiant intransigence in Singaporean identity.
Standardised English, the governing tool of colonial discourse, is rejected in an act of
resistance, and the linguistic hybridity in Singlish — which combines Chinese dialect with
Malay, South Indian, and Indonesian grammatical and lexical components — is favoured
as more reflective of Singapore’s social reality. In an interview, Tan states that the

Singlish ‘patois is so much a part of Jazzy’s character as well as the rich tapestry of
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Singapore and its culture and rhythm of everyday life.

As Lubna Alsagoff notes, due to the effects of globalisation and English and
American capitalistic dominance, ‘glocalised® English has found its way into Singlish
parlance, and this cultural homogenisation is reflected in government policies such as the
aforementioned ‘Speak Good English’ movement. Language policy in Singapore has
always been linked to the ongoing Singaporean project of cultural representation in the
form of its various ethnic groups and languages (English, Mandarin, Malay. and Tamil
are the four national languages) but Singlish is the lingua franca used informally that
tends to cut across ethnic-cultural divisions. Yet whilst Singlish is a dominant mode of
informal expression and a cultural marker of Singaporean identity, it is also, as Goh
observes, somewhat lexically limited in scope; the majority of phrases are used to describe
literal or bodily states, or as figurative descriptors of a heightened emotional response or
state.””” Thus Tan’s attempt to articulate the inner lives of her characters entirely through
the fairly impersonal, often bawdy and informal lexicon of Singlish is an ambitious one.
In their study of English-language literature in Singaporean schools, Dass, Chapman, and
O’Neill observe that the governmentally-encouraged ‘lack of value attached to Singlish
may have affected students’ perspectives on local literature, as the texts [that incorporated
Singlish] were considered of inferior quality in comparison to foreign texts.”>>*

The novel begins with a Singlish exclamation and direct address: ‘Aiyoh, I tell you.
If we do nothing, we are confirm getting into bang balls territory.”” The conversational
register automatically draws the reader into the interpretive praxis, and raises narrative
questions relating to the urgency of having to do something, and what constitutes ‘bang

balls territory. Another characteristic of Singlish is its oftentimes crude fixation on the
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body, whether in terms of bodily function, genitalia, sexual arousal, and conquest, or as
figurative descriptors of heightened or exaggerated emotions.

‘Bang balls territory’ signposts Sarong Party Girls’ thematic fixation with the
bodily, social and sexual dynamics between twenty-seven-year-old protagonist Jazzy and
her three fellow Singaporean Chinese friends, and a coterie of men — predominantly
white or Singaporean Chinese themselves. Jazzy and her friends consider themselves as

360

‘older girls™ who need to secure boyfriends or husbands sooner, for if not their Tives
would already be over.”®' Jazzy justifies her predilection for ‘ang moh guys™* (white men)
through the fussiness of Singaporean men ‘when it comes to older girls.”” This
heteronormative, ageist, and marriage-centric mode of thinking forms the crux of the
dramatic tension and suspense in the narrative, and also brings to fore the importance of
heterosexual, upwardly mobile marriages in Singaporean society.

The opening chapter introduces Jazzy, Imo, Fan, and Cher — old friends from
secondary school and independent professionals who are preoccupied with the sexual
rivalries and demands on maintaining their physiques in order to land white husbands.
The four women are a cultural and sexual collective who ‘have been quite good at the
laugh laugh drink drink wink wink type of thing. But...we want to be more serious,” by
which Jazzy means be taken seriously, owing to their diminishing sexual and social
currency as they age out of their twenties. Jazzy and her friends are in essence ‘good time
girls’, who on sexual and cultural terms are regarded as erotic playthings, of whom white
men ‘only want one thing. When they take already, they don’t need you anymore.”* Jazzy
and her friends plot and scheme in painstaking detail simply to nab a white partner so as
not to end up stuck in Singapore like their parents, or with ‘low class”® local men, a fate
which Jazzy likens to social suicide. Jazzy refers to herself throughout the book as
‘guniang’, Mandarin for an unmarried woman, and also a casual term for a lady, which
provides an insight into how Jazzy self-identifies and defines herself by her marital status.

The stereotype of the Sarong Party Girl is deeply sexualised and derogatory, and
was popularised by Jim Aitchison in his locally bestselling book The Official Guide to the
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Sarong Party Girl.”*" A Sarong Party Girl is described as an embodiment and articulation
of the Orientalist fantasy of a sexy Asian woman, besotted with Western culture, status
symbols, and flashy indicators of wealth. The term Sarong Party Girl has its roots in
colonial times, when girls used to wear sarongs to entertain army forces. She represents
the paradoxical shame and threat of the unmarried Asian woman. As Chris Hudson
observes: ‘the phenomenon, as an object of public disapprobation and ridicule, developed
out of the caricaturing of women who wore a certain style of foreign clothing and dated
foreign men.”® A patriarchal and national sense of order and control extends to the
implicit judgment on the figure of the unmarried Asian woman as a ready participant and
perpetrator of the consumable exotic. The SPG’s identity is constructed primarily around
her sexuality, and Sarong Party Girls serves to both advance and exploit this stereotype and
introduce us to multiplicity of other local archetypes: the ‘Ah Bengs [with] their spastic
gelled hair and baggy pleated pants and their Ah Lian girlfriends...pulling each other’s
spiro-perm hair until the Hello Kitty hair clips fly.**

The internalised racism that Jazzy and her Westernised or Western-aspiring
friends feels toward these ‘typical’ Singaporeans is a representation of the heteroglossia
inherent in Singaporean discourse; what Mikhail Bakhtin refers to as ‘central, stratifying

forces™”

of social and historical perspectives and voices. Thus Jazzy’s disdain for Chinese-
speaking Ah Bengs is deeply linked to Singapore-specific cultural meanings and state-
promoted ideologies; this is made explicitly clear by her declaration that ‘English is the
future. That’s why we always try to speak proper English!””" This draws attention to the
commonplace stereotype that Chinese-speaking Singaporeans are unsophisticated and
unable to keep up with Singapore’s multicultural and cosmopolitan context. This reflects

an ongoing colonial and neo-imperial sensibility that has permeated contemporary culture

and resulted in occidental and orientalist thinking. Chakravorty asserts that:
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The appearance of a stereotype entails making choices about reading texts for and
against the grain of a stereotype’s symbolic and imitative value so as to always
keep the story’s rendering of a worldview in sight...the transnational resonance of
stereotypes and how they engage readers is always about situating readers’ interests

(even in terms of their detachment or disinterest) in relation to worlds of

difference.’”

The ‘worlds of difference’ relate to the cultural and ideological differences felt within the
shared social space of Singapore — both a city, a nation, and a state that contains a
multiplicity of dialects, identities and conflicting cultural attitudes. Homi K. Bhabha
identifies the function of the stereotype as both ‘phobia and fetish’, both an ‘anxious as
[well as] assertive”” form of representation. Invoking the language of psychoanalysis,
Bhabha draws attention to the ambivalence in stereotypical discourse. Jazzy both fetishises
and expresses a deep disdain for Chinese-speaking Singaporeans and the supposedly
unsophisticated Ah Bengs. Jazzy is hyper-attuned to and disturbed by the sexual politics
that surround her; in particular the girls from Mainland China who represent the greatest

threat:
Each and every one of them, they all have that hungry look. Even if a guy has a
wife, girlfriend, kids, grandkids, they also heck care one. All they care about is

what they can take— Singapore citizenship is number one.’™

Jazzy’s assertive anxiety and fetishistic fascination with her love rivals the China girls

results in her aesthetic stereotyping of them as all having the same look:

hair dark dark and straight straight, fair skin, flat nose, crooked teeth, concave

chest— I could tell that they were all really from China.’”

This re-Orientalising and dismissive description of the China girls veers straight into
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racialised and derogatory slurs — Jazzy pronounces them to be ‘cheongsam sluts.””® The
social threat posed by the China girls, to Jazzy, lies in their unscrupulousness, their
ruthless ambition to ensnare a man and thus a better way of living, an unfair ability to
play dirty when they are purportedly inferior to her. Jazzy feels a strong sense of national
belonging that is reinforced by this ideological positioning of us vs. them, whilst at the
same time she longs to erode the undesirable aspects of her own Singaporean identity as
much as possible, in order to assimilate into white society. Jazzy feels ontologically
threatened by these China girls who are both like and radically unlike her, and so resorts
to stereotyping them. The use of stereotypes is an expression of Jazzy’s anxiety and her
uncertainty around the unknowable threat of these foreign yet uncannily familiar Chinese
girls.

The irony of an ethnically Chinese Singaporean being derogatory and racialising
stereotypes of mainland Chinese girls is emphasised a few scenes later when Jazzy and her
friends are themselves dismissed by the world-weary, experienced SPG Charlie as being

‘too similar™”’

in image to attract the white suitors they desire. Charlie advises Jazzy,
Fann, and Imo to ‘play up’ their own ‘distinct personality”” using girl bands as a guiding
model. Ethnic stereotyping and the nuances of identity politics come to fore through
Jazzy’s stereotypical othering of the Chinese girls, contrasted with her physical similitude
with her friends.

The self-consciously ironic tone of Sarong Party Girls is affectively charged and
subject to particular inferences and motivations. Linda Hutcheon theorises irony as ‘a
semantic space “in between”, comprising both the spoken and the unspoken.”” Irony is
charged with affect in that its meaning derives from context and intention, and it is a
communicative process which Hutcheon argues involves playing oft the said and unsaid
‘with some critical edge’ in order to differentiate the ironic tone and/or term from
structurally similar forms such as lies, metaphors or allegories.”™ In terms of being
dependent on systems of references and meaning-making, irony has commonalities with
the stereotype.

Michael Pickering contends that ‘stereotyping is a boundary-maintaining move

7 Tan., p. 45.

7 bid., p. 81.

8 bid., p. 81.
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inward, rather than an emancipatory movement outwards;*'it hedges in meaning rather

than opening up avenues of representational possibility. Sarong Party Girls demonstrates
that the propagation of stereotypes does indeed serve to bind Jazzy and her friends toward
a lack of individuality, as Jazzy notes, to ang mohs ‘Asian girls all look the same...they
usually don’t remember me.”* Jazzy attempts to differentiate herself from the China girls
by snidely remarking that ‘our ancestors thought China was such a longkang that they

risked their lives to jump on boats™®

and emigrate to Singapore. Longkang, the Malay
word for a drain, represents what little regard Jazzy has for China. Singlish with its warm
vulgarity and tendency toward details of the humbling quotidian, such as the longkang, is
also employed in this context to articulate Jazzy’s uneasiness and suspicion of Chineseness
in a casual and throwaway manner.

Ruth Amossy defines a stereotype as a hyperbolic cultural model that becomes
‘fixed and hardened™ through excessive repetition. Yet the difference to Amossy between
a stereotype and a cliché, which is a ‘discursive frozen unit,”™ lies in the stereotype’s ability
to transcend its frozen discursive unity and [impose] itself in the most diverse
forms.”**This stereotyping has a strong relationship with the essentialism that is
precipitatd or reinscribed when diasporic writers try to negotiate with the destabilizing
and unsettling effects of Singaporean hybrid identity. Mireille Rosello notes that
stereotypes are themselves stereotyped negatively and have attracted a poor reputation.”
Ethnic stereotypes are cultural constructions that impose and preserve collective identity
on social groups, effectively stratifying society. Yet Rosello also argues for the positive
potential in stereotypes; their memorability, and what Rosello terms the ‘iterativity™® or

the oral and textual transmutability of stereotypes, with ethnic stereotypes functioning as

‘a form of contamination; it is a strong element of iterativity that insinuates itself like
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some sort of bacteria to a general statement about a group or a community.”"

»390

Stereotypes thrive on ‘the hypnotic power of repetition,”™ and stereotypes ‘hide beneath

sheer quantity to mask their lack of nuances and complexity.”™”'

Pickering furthers the argument about the stereotype’s fixity that differentiates it
from a mere interpretative category, arguing that stereotyping ‘attempts to deny any
tlexible thinking within categories ... in the interests of the structures of power which it
upholds’*” The unsettling and destabilizing relationship between hybridity and disapora
provokes a reinscription of essentialism through attempts at assigning fixity to unstable
Singaporean identity. In its original incarnation as part of a mass printing press,
stereotypes (also known as clichés) were used to duplicate pages of type in fixed metal
casts. Both Amossy and Pickering are critical of how stereotyping forecloses further
interpretation and encourages binary oppositions, yet Chakravorty argues that the reading
choices engendered by stereotypes constantly engage the readers’ interpretive faculties in
relation to modes of critical and cultural difference.” The relations of gendered power in
Sarong Party Girls fluctuate and are at times contradictory or ambiguous. The
stereotyping process is far from simplistic. Postcolonial power dynamics complicate and
enlarge our understanding of stereotypical thinking and othering. Pickering argues that
greater emphasis must be placed on structures of social order and power underlying their
one-side evaluative positions and that ‘stereotypes form one part of a broader network of
power relations that reproduce and categorise ‘truths’ about the self-consolidating other.
The ambivalence of Otherness haunts analysis as much as it does the activity of othering
in the stereotyping process.””*

The homogenising and simplifying properties of stereotyping are unsettled in
Sarong Party Girls firstly by the unreliable narration of Jazzy, who harnesses an ambivalent
stereotypical discourse, secondly by the unfamiliarity of Singlish to the non-Singaporean
reader, and thirdly by the unfamiliar category of the Ah Beng. Jazzy is fixated on cultural
and racial stereotypes, and often makes categorical observations about other races: Indian

guys [...] just don’t want to date their own kind of girls [...] I think maybe they think
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Chinese girls are more high-class. Singapore sometimes is just like that one.””

This frank and damning indictment of Singapore’s internally racist social order is
not explained any further than being part of the country’s nature. Just like that’ is both a
dismissal of nuance as well as a broad acceptance of Singaporean society in a state of
situated fixity. Selvaraj Velayutham, in his analysis of Singapore’s national development
from colonial times to early nationhood, argues that the multiracialism fostered through
state ideology, tourism, in curriculums, and national holidays actually had the effect of
stratifying the racial divisions. The use of the term ‘Chinese, Malay, Indians, and Others
(CMIO)’ categorised and formalised the differences in ethnic groups as solid racial
categories,”” instead of forming a cohesive notion of Singaporean identity. Velayutham
argues that Singaporeans of different ethnicities experience a hybrid identity that is not
recognised or acknowledged in the state ideology of ‘One People, One Nation, One
Singapore’, and ‘instances of cultural intermingling [such as] Singlish...has been viewed
by the government as detrimental.””’Furthermore, Ang observes that a focus on Chinese
identity but state rejection of Singlish is at odds with the economic enactments of

hybridisation in order to make Singapore a global city of trade and commerce

the Chineseness of the Singaporean Chinese has been a persistent object of
significant concern to the PAP government, which has been insistent on the
necessity to stop what they see as the gradual erosion of Chinese cultural
characteristics [...]

a constant concern, if not obsession, with Chineseness is an enduring part of the
Singaporean state’s cultural mindset, even if the distinction between what is and
what is not Chinese is often impossible or nonsensical to make in the hybrid

conditions of everyday social practice.’®

The contradictory disregard for Singaporeans’ hybrid identities whilst espousing a unified
national identity appears partly to blame for the internal racism and racialised hierarchies

of sexual preference that Jazzy identifies so matter-of-factly. The ‘nonsensical’ distinctions
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of Chineseness that are at odds with ‘everyday social practice’ further compound this
schism. The bodily fixation of Singlish, as identified by Goh, as well as the applicability of
the patois to sexual frames of meanings and discourses, leads to its perception amongst
Singaporeans as essentially a crude and coarse mode of communication, thus it is not a
respected or respectable common discourse amongst Singapore’s different ethnic
communities, but a means to an end.

The racial stereotypes that keep recurring throughout the text affirm that the
policies aimed at neutralising cultural and linguistic differences have had the effect of
actually preserving them. In her own analysis of stereotypes, Chow harnesses Frederic
Jameson’s description of stereotypes as ‘an encounter between surfaces rather than
interiors™ and that any criticism of stereotyping under the guise of political correctness
also involves stereotyping the act of stereotyping itself. Aside from her white love and
sexual interests, Jazzy mostly spends time with Chinese men and women, as such that

400
y

when Charlie tells them she is hooking up with ‘some short Malay gu named
Rahiman, the other girls react with incredulity: If Charlie doesn’t even want Chinese
Singaporean guys— Malay guys where got chance?”' The implication is that Malay men
are perceived as even more undesirable than emasculated Chinese Singaporean men. Jazzy
laments that her friend is ‘so pretty— she has her pick of all these ang moh guys [...] so
wasted. What would her parents think?*”

Amossy contends that the stereotype is contingent on a particular reading
strategy that refashions the text ‘according to the imperatives of a familiar model, exterior
to the narrative and recorded in a more or less distinct fashion by the reader’s cultural
memory.*” Sarong Party Girls introduces and perpetuates stereotypes of the Ah Beng and
Chinese-speaking Singaporeans, albeit in a way that depends on the reader’s cultural
memory of the stereotype of the sexualised Asian woman, rather than the niche and (to
non-Singaporeans) unfamiliar figure of the Ah Beng. Jazzy’s simultaneous identification
with and repulsion toward the figure of the Ah Beng is exemplified in the figure of Seng,
her childhood friend, whom she has a fond rapport with but constantly seeks to avoid out

of internalised shame and embarrassment at associating with him. The Ah Beng, Ah

3% Rey Chow, The Protestant Ethnic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Columbia

University Press, 2002), p. 57.
490 Tan, p. 82.

1 bid., p. 82.

2 Ibid., p. 84.

493 Amossy, p. 693.

88



Lian, and the SPG are all recurrent tropes within Singaporean popular culture and public
discourse, and their depiction in Sarong Party Girls serves to highlight the limitations and
recurrent ubiquity of these stereotypes and their effect on Jazzy’s self-perception and
behaviour.

Charlie, a worldly and ‘successtul’ SPG, coaches Jazzy and her friends on the

mistakes they have been making, beginning with how they speak:

‘Language, ladies. You and I know how we always talk. But kopitiam chitchat is
different from ang moh chitchat. Guys don't like that [...] among yourselves, you
can talk talk however you want but when you want to hook ang moh guys, you
must sound more atas.’

This one is true. When we get to the point of hanging out with ang mohs
and their friends, whenever we talk, they sometimes catch no ball, asking us to
repeat what we said [...] if they cannot see us fitting into their world, then

. 404
confirm we have no serious chance.

Jazzy anxiously asserts the obvious linguistic difference between ‘kopitiam chitchat’
(coffee shop talk) and ‘ang moh chitchat’, acknowledging that in order to fit into the
white world that she so craves acceptance into, she must ‘sound more atas’ (higher class),
through conforming to a more Westernised way of speaking. This adoption of mock
linguistic identities to more closely mimic Western accents is contingent on the erasure
or rejection of localised Singlish. As Bhabha theorises in The Location of Culture, ‘the
menace of mimicry is its double vision which in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial
discourse also disrupts its authority—**both unintentionally subversive and troubling in
how it exposes the artificiality of symbolic expressions of control and power. Stuart Hall
argues that cultural identities are subject to the continuous flows and movements ‘of
history, culture and power.** Furthermore global migration has ensured that nation
states are no longer the bastions of ethnic and cultural homogeneity; as such, balances of

power shift constantly in a globalised city.
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The Westernised world which the women want so badly to be a part of is one of
branded status and classy brunches, and social mores mediated by the relationships of
power and dominance in favour of the white men who fetishise Asian women: ‘you
Asians— whoo...just, wow! Your skin, your eyes, your hair— my god!”" drools the
British expat Roy. This fetishisation of the Asian female body type and its overt
objectifation resonates with Meyda Yegenoglu’s argument that Orientalism s a fantasy
based upon sexual difference.*” The exoticising tendencies of white men like Roy are
applied by Jazzy herself. Difference is fetishised to the point of the grotesque. She
describes a naked Englishman Alistair as ‘super pasty, like those oily white Hainanese
chickens you see hanging on a hook in the hawker stall.*”

This juxtaposition between a man and a chicken, a foreigner and a distinctively
Singaporean dish (Hainanese chicken rice) highlights Jazzy’s strong ties to the local, an
act of strategic exoticism that reveals as much about postcolonial authorial self-
consciousness of the consumable exotic as it does about Jazzy’s perception of Alistair as
game, or as himself as an object of consumption. Sexual and racial politics reduce people
to bodies or break them down into crude components of class and material value (or lack
of value). Watching white men and local girls dancing in a club, Jazzy describes them
more as body parts than humans: long black hair was flying around; white hairy arms
were holding on to backsides and waists.*'’ The nightclubs that Jazzy and her friends
frequent are Bacchanalian sites of shame and excess, a disorientating sexual combat zone
where Jazzy and her friends attempt to charm men.

Yet when Jazzy meets Roy’s American colleagues she experiences a complete loss
of power and control; they are so blatantly sexist and objectifying of her that she is at a
loss for words and can only take it, silently. The rich client Tucker slaps her on the behind
and makes lewd and disparaging comments about women in the language of crude
commodity, calling her a ‘catch’ and ‘fresh meat.*''Later, Jazzy seems to have internalised
this language when she describes herself upon reflection as ‘yesterday’s fish.*** Roy admits

that Tucker is teaching him ‘more and more about the ways of white men in Asia [...] it’s
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a new girl for Tucker every time.*" The Western male gaze is evoked multiple times
throughout the novel to show how the body of the Orientalised woman, the Sarong Party
Girl, is entangled with residual notions of imperialism and female subjugation, as well as

the emasculation of Asian men:

Tucker said to the Chinese guy. ‘Small limp dicks, tiny tongues. I can tell you
right now, my friend— you have definitely never made any woman come.’

The whole table started laughing again— even the two Chinese guys. And even
Roy!

‘Now just ask Vanida over here,” Tucker continued [...] ‘Ask her how many times
I make her come every night.” [...] I didn’t know what to do. I looked at Vanida,
still squeezed under Tucker’s arm. She was smiling a very small smile, her eyes

looking downward, but she nodded anyway.***

Sexual and physiological stereotypes of Chinese men are combined with masculine
bragging of sexual conquest and male competition. The two Chinese men (unnamed, and
thus relegated to strangerhood and otherness) who laugh along with the joke demonstrate
the deferential enactment of social hierarchies, with white expats privileged over locals.
The Chinese woman Vanida, described as ‘so skinny and small to begin with but looked
even skinner and smaller when she was mashed into his armpit™®” is both physically and
metaphorically compressed, relegated to a plaything, occupying less social and literal
space. Her ‘very small smile’ indicates a grudging and tragic acceptance of the subjugated

status described by San San Kwan as that of:
the fetishised Asian woman, as a raced and gendered body [...] endowed with
both erotic charge and racial mystique. As a material body, she also takes on

symbolic commodity value in the marketplace of desire.*®

Sarong Party Girls enlarges our understanding of the postcolonial city as the site of a
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‘marketplace of desire’ by drawing attention to the power plays and social dynamics
underpinning such exchanges of sexual prowess and ‘commodity value’. Tan deepens the
scope of stereotypes about Sarong Party Girls as well as the white men who romance
and/or use them for sex, by presenting us with the slightly more sympathetic but
ultimately disappointing figure of Roy, who becomes more cynical and attuned to the
social and sexual realities of the city the longer that he resides as an expat within it.

Earlier in the novel, Roy invites Jazzy out for a coffee date in the botanical
gardens — somewhere that Jazzy admits she has rarely visited except for ‘a primary school
excursion and even then I found it damn boring.*"” This accentuates the difference in
experiencing a city between the foreigner, Roy, and the hardened local, Jazzy, who is both
fiercely loyal to yet deeply dissatisfied by her environment. ‘Once you've seen one bush or

one orchid jungle, do you really need to see more?'®

she asks wryly, seemingly
undermining notions of postcolonial quixotic exoticism. The romantic situation and Roy’s
chivalrous behaviour leads Jazzy to conclude that ‘the scene probably hadn’t corrupted
him— yet""” and Roy wanting to date her after sex is anomalous behavior, which she
attributes to his relative newness to the country.

Tan both unravels and exploits stereotypes of Asian fetishists and Jazzy’s own
reductive re-Orientalising behaviour to bring attention to the complex sexual and identity
politics that surround the figure of the Sarong Party Girl. By dramatising and staging
these superficial and stereotyped encounters of sexual and racial difference, the novel
serves to highlight that gendered and racial parity is far from being accomplished in the
neoliberal, multicultural society of Singapore. For all of her sassiness and attempts at self-
awareness, Jazzy feels bound to her role as a woman dependent on the generosity and
tavours of men. In the penultimate scene of the novel, Jazzy ends up in a bar, fittingly
called SOS, full of the desperately lonely whom ‘haven’t found a hookup
yet.*"Disgruntled and disillusioned, she decides to leave. Walking along Orchard Road,
she has an epiphany that she doesn’t need any of the men she has been involved with ‘to
send me home or fuck me or even marry me [...] I may not know the future but I do

f’421

know mysel This moment of pithy self-realisation brings the novel to an optimistic
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conclusion when Jazzy reaches out to her estranged best friend Sher to tell her that she
will work with her Ah Beng husband, Ah Huat.
The use of Singlish to lighten the tone of Jazzy’s social observations — terms such

as ‘pok’ or ‘rubba™*

to describe sex and sexualised caressing — both normalise and draw
attention to these behaviours. Toward the end of the novel, she feels pressured to have sex
with Louis, a wealthy friend who her friend Imo has been in love with for a long time.

Her reasoning goes: ‘all our years of partying together and all those free drinks, I guess I
owed him [...] What did I think— that this was all free? I had no valid reason to say

no.*”

She feels beholden to and bound by the conventions and expectations of her
gender. Agency, in this instance, is invalidated by sexual dynamics. Jazzy’s normalisation
and acceptance of these sexual expectations placed on her marks her position at the
confluence of socio-cultural forces that control and limit her behaviour.

The objectification, othering and denial of Singaporean female agency and
identity are prevailing preoccupations of the novel, an overall patriarchal hypocrisy of
sexual and gendered mores exemplified by the social disapproval of the Sarong Party Girls
that sits at odds with Singapore’s desired outlook to be perceived internationally as a

modern, global and therefore more outwardly progressive culture. In an interview with

The Rumpus, Tan remarks that

in certain traditional cultures— even ones in glitzy, modern cities that seem
completely progressive— no matter what you do and no matter how well you may

be doing, to some men, you'll always be a “woman”.***

Sarong Party Girls uses stereotypes to emphasise and critique this chauvanistic cultural
stance that legitimises male privilege and marginalizes or altogether invalidates the
accomplishments of women. The novel renders the Singaporean workplace as a highly
sexist zone where the value of female workers is always equated to their sexual value. Jazzy
works as the assistant to a newsroom editor named Albert, who is ageist and sexist,

moving his young female assistants on to a different department once they hit twenty-
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four — where ‘nobody ever sees them again™*

— and is ‘damn lecherous with most girls’
although when it comes to her ‘he just likes to window-shop.”*** Jazzy accepts and even
defends Albert’s behaviour, acknowledging that even in a time where women have to

attend ‘sexual harassment seminars and all,*”’

Albert treats her with protective fondness.
However, Jazzy still feels the need to dress provocatively and to pander to his
lasciviousness. Jazzy’s career trajectory in the novel is one of precariousness, constantly
under threat of replacement. Within Sarong Party Girls, stereotypically sexist and racist
attitudes are mobilized to demonstrate the hybrid and unstable nature of national

identity, presenting a nuanced and wryly self-deprecating depiction of the Singaporean

workplace and deeply gendered social atmosphere.
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CONCLUSION| Reflections

My critical thesis explores how cultural stereotypes and self-stereotyping are constituted
in the diasporic Singaporean writers’ negotiation with the politics of representation.
Framed paratextually, the burden of cultural explanation that at times threatens to
overpower the narrative flow of both Mammon Inc. and the stories in Lions in Winter
expresses itself through the proliferate use of cultural stereotypes and clichés. Sarong Party
Girls manages its self-consciousness and anxious awareness of readership and reception
arguably through the detailed and empathetic depiction of its characters across different
cultural backgrounds and ethnicities, and thereby avoids reinscribing re-Orientalist
binaries unlike the two prior texts. As this is a chronological study, I do wonder if the
more nuanced and less essentialist ontological perspective of Sarong Party Girls is also due
to contemporary progressions toward inclusivity.

My work on these texts has explored how stereotypes function as a way for these
three diasporic writers to pin down and attempt to negotiate with representing
Singaporean identity, which is hybrid, unstable and complex. Avtar Brah and Annie
Coombes argue that hybridity should not be taken as a solely cultural descriptor and
rather, it is through recognizing how hybridity and diaspora has been ‘given different and
often conflicting meanings at specific historical moments that we can understand the
stakes in the present debates on hybridity versus essentialism.”***As demonstrated across
these three texts, Singaporean hybridity engenders both subversive and essentialising (in
the form of re-Orientalist) stereotypes.

Bourdieu writes that all cultural consumption is predicated on ‘an act of
cognition, a decoding operation, which implies the implementation of a cognitive
acquirement, a cultural code.*”” Stereotypes work to reinforce a cultural code that shapes
our material and psychic investments in the diasporic Singaporean novel. As Brouilette
and Huggan have observed, the paratextual elements of postcolonial works play as
significant a role in the consumption and distribution of the text as do the Anglo-

American oriented commercial and cultural contingencies of the global literary
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marketplace.

I have attempted to develop Gagiano’s concept of the affiliative critique
throughout these chapters, to self-consciously interrogating my own subject position as
well as that of other critics whose work I feel applies to this conceptual framework of
discursive evaluation. Brouilette argues that even though ‘Tlocal biographical affiliation’ is
emphasised in the marketing of postcolonial literary works, this can also result in ‘readers’
hostility toward (or praise for) the writer’s problematic negation of (or triumph over) the
same identified local circumstances.®’] have proposed extending the purchase of
Gagiano’s affiliative critique to consider the proximate nature of such forms of hostility.
Attending to such ambivalent or negative responses alerts us to the representational and
political complexities and underlying tensions that come with the dissemination,
consumption and modes of reception of postcolonial works.

The global literary imaginary, according to Chakravorty, is ‘constituted on the
basis of stereotypes that cast entire swaths of the global south as exceptionally
different,”' and through my three case studies I have argued that the Singaporean
cultural context is geopolitically and multi-ethnically highly specific and under theorised.
Chapter One looked at how Singapore’s hybrid cosmopolitanism and acceptance of
neoliberalism, whilst promoting a discourse of ‘Asian values’ modernity, gives rise to a
Singaporean form of the hysterical realist novel that is self-consciously saturated in
cultural references that express an anxiety about globalised experience and the vexed
notion of Singaporean national identity.

The governmental project of mapping Singaporean national identity, as discussed
in Chapters Two and Three, results in an ‘Asian values’ discourse which attempts to
reinforce heteronormative social traditions and affirm Singapore’s ambivalent position as
‘both non-Western and always-already Westernised, neither truly Western nor
authentically “Asian”** As Tay points out in his study of Colony, Nation and
Globalisation, Singapore has scant historical records prior to the writing of colonial
history. This lacuna prior to 1819 gave rise to pre-colonial narratives entering into the

realm of myths. Tay asserts that literary works from Singapore and Malaysia are
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characterised by a deep-seated condition of anxiety arising from this lacuna and the
subsequent traumatic ruptures of colonisation, invasion, decolonisation, displacement,
and the eventual divergence of economic and cultural paths. He pinpoints this anxiety to a
resultant, flummoxed sense of ‘being neither here nor there— not at home where one
should be;**the purchase of the concept of hybridity as an ambivalent and contradictory
transcultural space is strongly evident here. I concur with Tay when he asserts that there is
no such thing as an ‘authentic’ or ‘pure’ culture in the context of Singapore, but this is not
necessarily nor always a good nor bad thing. Tay’s theorization of not being at home is
consonant with Brah’s argument that the concept of diaspora encompasses a subtext of
‘home’ but that it is a ‘homing desire’ to feel more comfortable and at ease in ‘the lived
experience of a locality*than a geographical territory of origin. I would argue that Brah’s
expanded theorization of diaspora as embedded in a multi-axial conception of power is
strongly applicable to the hybrid and complex Singaporean context. Such an
understanding of diaspora takes into account ‘the ways in which a group constituted as a
‘minority’ along one dimension of differentiation may be constructed as a ‘majority’ along
another;**an example of this being the Singaporean Chinese diasporic experience.

In my own work I have attempted to write a novel that utilises and subverts
cultural and social stereotypes: first I consider the mythical figure of the Pontianak, traced
from Malay mythology, who embodies and disturbs societal anxieties about the familial
obligations and bodily autonomy of women. I juxtapose the superstitious mythology with
performative femininity by transposing the figure into that of an actress, Amisa Tan,
playing the role of the monster, with the connotation that we are all, in some aspect,
performing roles at all times. Amisa’s daughter Szu is, on the surface, the social
stereotype of the shy, withdrawn schoolgirl or the difficult adolescent. Her Aunt Yunxi
evokes stereotypes of Asian superstition or the figure of a crone or mystic, a seemingly
all-knowing older woman who occupies a powerful position in the domestic space. Circe,
Szu’s school friend who narrates as an adult, appears as a stereotypical office drone. It is
no coincidence that the men in the text are marginal and less emphatically personified or
present, as the novel is intended as a feminist commentary on female self-perception,

aging, and complex platonic relationships in contemporary Singapore. Singapore itself is

3 Tay, p. 3.

4 Avtar Brah, Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities (Gender, Racism,
Ethnicity) (London: Routledge, 1996), p.192.
3 Brah, p.189.
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a character: oppressing the women in both a tangible and metaphysical sense; both
embracing and rejecting, horrifyingly magical and mysteriously mundane.

Holden puts forth that even though postcolonial novels are ‘thematically, highly
suspicious of the notion of any form of cultural authenticity, and yet their position as
commodities makes it almost inescapable that they will be read as expressions of a
particular cultural context.**® This representational self-consciousness permeates the three
texts I have examined in my critical thesis as well as the reception and creation of my own
work. As the most recent novel examined, Sarong Party Girls indicates a hopeful direction
tor the global literary marketplace in terms of its acceptance of other dialects and patois
in narratives. However, it remains to be seen if this speaks toward a wider trend or
acceptance of Singaporean diasporic literature that feels less pressure to commodify
cultural difference and strategic exoticism. Ultimately, indices of cultural capital and
wider critical and commercial recognition are difficult to predict in the long term.

Singapore is a complex country of racial and cultural hybridity, whose
cosmopolitan characteristics will only increase with globalisation and increased cultural
plurality. It is shaped by a changing geopolitical landscape where China’s political and
economic clout is more and more pervasively felt, while the United States becomes an
increasingly unpredictable world power arguably loosening its political stronghold but not
its cultural influence. Amidst such a shifting world order of ever-changing signifiers and
syncretism, the transnational resonance and malleability of stereotypes makes them a
useful critical lens through which one can interrogate the complex relationship between

‘the world, the text, and the reader.”’

¢ Philip Holden, ‘Global Malaysian Novels: Prospects and Possibilities', Kaijian
Malaysia, Vol. 30, Supp. 1., 2012, 47-59, (p.53).

7 David Damrosch, What is World Literature? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2003), p. 281.
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2003
SZU
1.

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 youre 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 her eyes on my back; the pinprick glare of her disapproval.

True horror fans know her as Amisa Tan. Screen name: Amisa Tan Xiao Fang.
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
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mint ice-cream. Behind me is the staff room. 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 bull’s eye
where the sun is aiming a shot at the earth with the intention to kill it. In the afternoons
this building heats up like a copper coil stove. The classroom is so sweltering that all 33 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 most cruel and 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
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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 Convent of the Eternally Blessed of Whampoa
Methodist, 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, 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, who are minced meat. 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:

1 pray to birdshit

1 pray to the trees

1 pray to the walkway

1 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 burned 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
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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.

‘O1 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 gray plastic table. The
tleshy 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 two-thirty 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. Pontil, (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.

Pontil 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 super fans telling her how much they love her.
Once in a while she takes the letters out from their Manila folder, smoothing the creases
and re-reads 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
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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 19 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 to even 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
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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 stuft a bit of her
own hair in her hole. The actor finally does this with the bored purposefulness of someone
pushing pizza flyers through a letterbox. I have memorised 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 meters 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 soundstage in Johore, 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 Ponzi/, she gets resurrected for Ponti 2.
And even though she gets beheaded at the end of Ponzi 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.
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‘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.

T 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 toward 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, sniveling voice.

‘Szu Min, remember last week?” Mrs. Fok said, waving her pen. T 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 out of 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 2. 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 gray, and lies flat
against her skull. Her skin is sallow crepe paper. She looks like a houseplant that has been

neglected over the holidays.
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“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
math 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 practicing 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%, because
I was exceptional and also because she adored my personality. I could then carry the extra
20% over into another one of my weak, wheezing grades, booster it strong. 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 hang-dog; 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

107



and walk in different directions— me toward my schoolbag, she toward her mountain of
scripts.

The eyes on the back of my head narrow at Mrs. Fok. The mouth in my brain
mouths 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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2.

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 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 toward 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 80s, which is why we could afford a landed
property. The building is flat and ugly, almost like a military barrack. I wouldnt 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.
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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 doorframe 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. My

mother is an expert at discerning whom to target. It is not always the clients who are the
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best-dressed or well-coiffed, nor the ones who drive Audis 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 toward the doily 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 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 to 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 4new. 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
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is partly due to rheumatism and 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 Southeast Asia.
There were so few of these left in the world that you could count them on your hands,
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 oft 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 shop as a
repairman and apprentice restorer. After he won the lottery, he didn’t have to work
anymore, 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
toresty provenance. Everything smooth was hewn from raw matter. Heartwood was hard
and heavy. Mahogony 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, that much I'm sure.
Woax 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
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meant as a joke and what was wisdom? You don’t get to choose what sticks and what
tades. 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 theyve paid for. In
order 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.

Tam 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 smallest 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 small 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.
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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, showwomanly 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 calisthenics. 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 toward her. She is wearing a blue pajama 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.

T 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 doorframe.

‘Aunt Yunxi has a surprise for you,” my mother speaks 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.
y Yy
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She shepherds me into my room. Sunlight is streaming a cone of dust motes on
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
doorframe 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.

Tlove it I lie. It’s really cute.’

‘Good,” my mother says. ‘Now thank your a4 yi.

‘Thanks, Aunt Yunxi.’

I'bow my head, cheeks straining.
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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, gellid and aged, like a dinosaur’s eyeball
lodged in my gullet. I almost gag. Out of 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.

T 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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1968
AMISA
3.

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 that
would flood in eventually and litter potato chip packets and soft drinks all around.
Everything would soon be different and all the worst 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 neighborhood. 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
awtul 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, longsnouted or humpbacked or sharp-finned, her
tather 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
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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...’

He reached out and tickled her. Amisa shook him off, giggled feebly. His hands
telt quick and damp. Close by her father stubbed out a cigarette and looked the other
way.

On the other side of the island there was a grand, creaking funicular that went all
the way up the hill. The lily-livered British forces had used it, and then the brutal Japanese
during the war. The carriages had wooden walls and rickety doors you had to use every
ounce of strength to pull open. When it wasn’t in use it was haunted, naturally. Part-time
paranormal. The tracks were rusted and chipped, the colour of old blood. The wind
rattled the holes in the metal. The hill was full of unmarked graves. Ditto the island.
Such an old place, prone to disrespect. The teenagers dared sacrilege on each other;
breaking into mosques and temples, discarding cigarette butts on tombstones, kissing on
sacred ground.

That year, her mother was pregnant again. Amisa’s mother was a dour former
teen bride who always acted like her life was nearly over. Surely she had known how to be
happy once. Was happiness something that couldn’t be unlearnt, like swimming or riding
a bicycle? Amisa suspected she was at least partly instrumental to her mother’s misery.
Every sibling was, but especially her. Her mother was the type of person it was impossible
to imagine as having once been a child, and she imposed a labouriousness on even the
smallest of things. Laughter, laundry, both duties. But who could blame her if she felt
both clammy and corpselike all the time and her sparking nerves signalled hurt hurt hurt.
This trimester she sprawled on the divan near the stove breathing heavily as pain bloomed
and seized inside her. Because there was a small wooden stepladder to get in and out of
the house she could barely leave.

Amisa’s older sister, Jiejie, was also expecting. Jiejie was seventeen and had
recently married the piggish lout who manned the cones at the charcoal factory.
Seemingly overnight Jiejie had switched from a fun, cussing prankster to a grave woman

with one hand always balanced on her growing stomach. Pregnancy scared Amisa; this
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swell of fear that entered through the navel and ballooned painfully outward, finally
erupting in the guise of a small human.

Amisa had six brothers and they never stopped moving. They clambered around
and shouted the house up to its rafters and were always getting into tussles. She liked her
second youngest brother, Didi, best of all. He was a wry little shit with a capuchin
countenance and a knowing way about him. Until recently, Didi had followed Amisa
everywhere. From the moment he could walk he sucked his thumb with one hand and
held on to her t-shirt with the other. Initially annoyed, she soon warmed to his eyes like
brown marbles, and the gaptoothed ineluctability of his smile. Hand in small hand they
had roved the nearby marshlands, but Amisa always made sure not to take him anywhere
unsafe. No deep waters, or mud holes.

Xiao Gui, she called him, Little Ghost, until her mother told her to stop because
it was inauspicious. But even though now at aged eight Didi considered himself too old
to be trailing her everywhere, he was still her best friend, her toddling shadow. They had a
similar temperament; both were mischievous, and liked to steal secrets. Somebody’s shiny
metal earring, taken from a windowsill, became a promise half-kept. A crumpled ledger
book left on a neighbour’s wooden stool was a business secret. Buttons and bottle caps
pilfered from countertops were secrets that would spoil a blouse, sour fresh milk. Secretly
everywhere, these scraps of other peoples’ lives, the things they didn’t mean to relinquish.
Didi and Amisa liked to take and share these items, turning them over in their palms,
cackling at the free thrill of theft.

Nowadays, Didi made less of a show of worshipping her every move and stealing
secrets with her, and he often vanished down the trail of the fleet-footed games of the
other boys in the kampong. However, every night before bed, her Little Ghost still came
over and hugged her until she thought she’d run out of air and she never got tired of his
small skinny arms around her.

Some early mornings the two of them went on birdwatching expeditions with
Khim Fatt, the kindly, patient old uncle who explained to them that every flutter
overhead could signal the arrival of something remarkable. Maybe a Bank Swallow, or a
blue-eared Kingfisher, or a Bay Owl with its serial killer stare and tawny sheathe of
teathers. She liked the stillness of their pursuit, how Didi and her would move as a unit,
crouching down, taking nimble steps back when instructed, both relishing the slow,

orotund voice of the uncle as he named birds, when which had migrated from where.
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Amisa was becoming beautiful, even at ten, but she had something cold about her-
everybody could feel it. This coldness was incongruous in the syrupy heat. It was plain to
sense, even if she was so pleasing to look at with her dark hair that curved into a doll face,
and that neatly stitched smile. She had the consciousness and poise of a cute child aware
of her own cuteness, which unsettled both adults and peers. There is the same unforgeable
alchemy to being dislikeable as being universally loved.

Even without her accomplice, she still crept into other peoples’ houses and stole
small tokens. Nothing of consequence: balls of hair, onion peels. She kept these on a little
shelf in her room. Working alone, she was less infallible. After she was caught a few
times, the family became unpopular. They were like the irresponsible owners of a cat who
thieved. Even her own mother didn’t trust her. She preferred the panoply of brothers and
lookalike older sister. Amisa more closely resembled her grandmother, a haughty
Peranakan beauty who had never hugged her children because she didn’t want her kebayas
crumpled.

‘That one has the face of a princess but the heart of an ugly sister,” her mother
whispered to her father, after yet another thieving incident, and he just shook his head.

The other kids in the village shyed away from Amisa. She stared too much, took
too long to respond. She looked pretty, but was she a bit stupid, they wondered? The
other girls called her Doll behind her back, Xiao Wa Wa, meant it meanly.

One day, Didi and her younger brothers were in the yard kicking chickens and
deepening their male dialect, sniggers and innuendo they were too young to understand
but absorbed from the older boys. The neighboring kids did not invite Amisa to come
play marbles. She watched them hatch their plans and when one of the girls glanced
toward her window, Amisa backed away and went to help her mother peel shallots. Who
needs all that, she thought.

Still, when she left the house an hour later there was a sullen sinking in her chest,
and she kept away from the beach where she might find them and went to the forest
instead. Here the green hum filled her ears and did not rebuke her. She liked the stilt-
rooted trees and the birds’ nest ferns with their splendidly obscene undersides of brown
spores and the deep, spongy smell of vegetation. Amisa breathed out slowly until her
stomach domed a small curve, and she tried to keep walking this way with her tummy
stuck out, imitating her pregnant mother and sister. After a few minutes it felt
uncomfortable and she stopped. She heard rustles. Monkeys were as unavoidable as air

with their pelts of faded grey and harried expressions. She didn’t flinch when the leaves
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stirred, not until something clamped her shoulder.

When she turned around her heart jolted. There was a glistening pitch-black
figure standing behind her. Amisa gulped. Her mouth went dry. Oily man. Slicked to his
eyeballs. He was sinewy and loomed up like a pillar. He took his hand off her small
shoulder. The whites of his eyes popped out, but the rest of his body glistened like fresh
black ink. She remembered the orang minyak, the naked man who slipped through trees
and fields covered in oil so he could elude the authorities. Her mother had warned her
that the orang minyak could only be seen by young girls. She wasn’t sure what he did to
the young girls, only that it was bad, and that one way of fending the oily man off was to
leave a pile of unwashed man’s clothing around the bed, or even to wear a man’s shirt. But
it was too late for that.

‘What time is it?” the man asked her in a hoarse voice. He spoke in Malay and
then switched to Penang Hokkien. He had a creased face under the oil; he was older than
her father. He stank like cars and sweaty feet.

‘Four,” Amisa replied.

The man’s eyes darted from her head to her toes. Her hands were empty except
for a marsh stalk she had been twirling idly, which she now dropped. Amisa wore a dirty
white t-shirt and frayed khaki shorts with pockets, but they contained nothing but a garlic
husk and a bobby pin. She clenched and unclenched her hands. Something rustled on the
other side of her. She felt like an animal alert; hairs standing, her hands and feet cold
despite the heavy heat.

A woman emerged from the foliage. She too was covered in oil, her flattened hair
trailing past her shoulders. She looked like she was wearing similar clothes to the man
under the mess. Now Amisa was truly scared; with that hair the woman could’ve been a
lang suir, or a hantu pontianak. But when she smiled, she displayed a mouth of straight
shiny teeth and her eyes twinkled. She said to the man in Hokkien:

‘She’s just a little girl, she’s got nothing.’

The man glanced from the woman to Amisa with a look that wasn’t hostile, just
tired. It was not just oil that covered them; they were caked in mud, swamp detritus,
possibly shit from how they smelt. She stared at their bare feet. The man’s toenails were
all smashed up.

The woman put her hands on her knees and leaned in to Amisa.

‘Listen, what’s your name? she asked in a light and calm voice. ‘We don’t mean to

scare you.
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Xiaofang,” Amisa replied. Her face reddened; she should have lied.

You're such a pretty girl, Xiaofang. Can you do us a favour? We really need your
help. Do you live far from here?’

Amisa hesitated, and then shook her head.

‘Can you bring us something to eat? It doesn’t have to be much. And a rag if you
can find it, just a long piece of cloth. If you're a good girl, I'll give you a reward.’

The man turned to the woman abruptly and shot her a glare. He threw up his
hands, noticed Amisa watching and put them down. The woman nodded, as if to shush
him.

‘Do you think you can do that for me? Can you keep a secret?”

Amisa nodded seriously. She could keep secrets very well.

‘Good,” the woman said, and beamed again. She jutted her chin out as if to
indicate permission to leave.

Amisa backed away one step at a time, snapping tiny twigs as she retreated. The
oily man and woman watched her, eyes ablaze, still as statues. When she was eight paces
away she turned and broke into a run, helter skelter non stop, no chance if she could help
it for four oily hands to grab her. She went so fast her breath heaped ragged. The
undergrowth was uneven and unkind, scratching her shins.

By the time she got back to the kampong her t-shirt was drenched in sweat and
her legs were covered in cuts.

‘What'’s wrong with you? her mother called out without looking at her.

Amisa shook her head and shivered. Her mother had shuttered the windows.
Outside the sun still exclaimed from the middle of the sky, winking through the slats
from time to time.

Amisa winced. One of the cuts on her right leg was deep and it smarted. She sat
on the wooden floor with its slanted boards and sole prints, one filthy leg curled toward
her and the injured one extended. She examined the cut on the inside of her leg, just by
her knee, pressing it together with her thumb and index finger: blood oozed. She kept
pressing until it stopped, the pain sharp and hypnotic.

‘AhP Amisa cried out.

Her mother shifted and clicked her tongue. ‘Be quiet. Stop disturbing me,” she
muttered in Hakka. ‘Just leave me alone.’

After a few minutes Amisa heard her mother’s breathing even out and deepen.

One of her brothers — it sounded like Didi, cackled from the alleyway. She heard the
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hyper-happy thwack of slippers hitting the floor as the boys chased each other outside.
She reached for the rag lying by the stove and used it to wipe her leg. And then she stood
up and moved as lightly as a whim, even though a serious impulse had overcome her. She
took the rag outside and descended the small ladder carefully, landing lightly on the dirt.
The giant hen, Goreng Pisang, bobbed her head out and stared with beady eyes rimmed
in red. Amisa stared at Goreng Pisang’s sagging comb and parted beak and felt
tenderness for this poor, jurasically stupid bird stuck in the coop.

Her father would be out until late tonight, drinking beers with his fishermen, and
the boys would come and go as they pleased. Right now her sister was likely preparing a
meal for her husband, in her own home, so close yet so private.

Just around the corner from their house lived an ancient shoemaker named Ah
Huat, whose family had gradually moved away or died. When Amisa was tiny she
remembered him as sprightly and cantankerous, prone to drunken rows in the common
yard. Now he lived alone, too old to work or bother anyone. Amisa peered into the house
with its rusty grinding wheel in the corner and bare, tidy shelves. She saw him asleep as
expected, head thrown back over the wooden chair with its faded batik cushions, white
hair as fine and fluffy as a chick’s feathers, his bony chest rising and falling.

She stepped nimbly over the threshold. In here, she was an old hand: she often
studied her neighbor as he slept, on late afternoons such as this when a stupor overcame
Kampong Mimpi Sedih and even the animals napped. Ah Huat had one of those faces
for which being at rest was transformative, conferring a quiet dignity, elegance in sleep.
She stared at his smoke-stained mouth set in wrinkles. Times like this she imagined him
as one of her grandfathers whom she had never met, both murdered in wartime. When
she left she usually took a handful of peanut shells or a tab from a beer can as a souvenir
for her own shelf, nothing he would miss, but today she boldly eyed the plate on the
counter. Four slabs of watermelon, one half-eaten, piled up in imperfect slices. She
tiptoed toward the counter and eased the pieces into the plastic bag beside them one by
one. Ah Huat stirred and she paused but his mouth just opened and closed like a fish
trying for air.

It was finally getting dark. The switch in the sky always happened like that:
ridiculous sunlight all day, no segue, and then thin watery blues and browns as nighttime
settled and the flying insects emerged from their hiding places. She walked through the
torest with slow, deliberate steps. Monkeys stared and chattered from the branches above

but kept their distance. She carried the plastic bag in one hand and the rag cloth in the
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other. Her blood had dried and the smaller cuts didn’t ache either. Perspiration cooled on
her back. She remembered the path, straight through the trail and bearing left on the
rickety wooden bridge, past the mossy old gravestones and through the thicket.

Amisa found them in the same spot, sitting opposite each other. They might have
been easy to miss amidst the fronds if not for the seal-like shape of the woman’s skull and
the glint in her eyes as she turned to face her. The man started at the sound of her
footsteps and the corrupt jiggle of her plastic bag. In the dimming light she saw that the
oil on his skin had faded and rubbed off in places: a shoulder, a spot on the chin. Both
their features were coming through with the insistence of injury, like pus through gauze.
The orang minyak seemed altogether more human, as familiar as two factory workers she
might have passed some time in town.

The woman got up first, followed slowly by the man. When she got closer he
snatched the plastic bag from her with canine impropriety, opening it so forcefully he
ripped the handles. She flinched. He held up the slice of watermelon with Ah Huat’s
bite-mark parallel to his own mouth and set on it like he hadn’t eaten in years. The juice
dribbled down his chin and onto his sunken belly as the oily woman fixed Amisa with a

look of pure gratitude.
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2003
SZU
4.

The next morning I wake up with a start. My alarm goes off two seconds later, a shrill
and invasive beeping. I struggle to turn it off, eyes bleary. Sixteen and one day old. My
mouth tastes like smoke. Half awake, I picture my mother watching me as I sleep,
blowing smoke rings into my mouth as I snore. My lungs feel dirty. I rub my eyes and
reach over to the curtain, pulling it open.

A haze has settled over the garden. It blurs the outlines of the trees and terracotta
pots. From my bedroom window the world looks like a low-budget film set. The
neighbouring roofs resemble ridges folded from dark orange paper. At any moment, a
construction crane could reach down and scrunch all these houses up, dump them in the
parking lot of some crumbling studio. That burnt-barbecue stench from yesterday is
everywhere, and it’s gotten thicker. Even though the window is latched shut the bad smell
creeps all the way up my nose.

I stumble out of bed. I choke as I put on my uniform, my hands moving stiftly. I
button up my blouse and zip up my skirt. It nips my waist. The skin of my finger snags
on the zip.

‘Fuck,” I mutter. I feel bitten. There is a bead of blood on my ring finger.

On the bus the radio is blaring from the speakers and I try to avoid looking at the
television screen, which beams back the footage of commuters shot from three different
angles. Nothing to make an early morning worse than being reminded of one’s
hideousness. None of the angles flatter me. The camera is low-grade and casts the
interior of the bus in a grey-blue, ominous glow, as if a spectre will appear at any
moment. The macik behind me keeps blowing her nose. When she puts her hands on
either side of her stubby nose and pinches she sounds just like the fuse from the kettle
clicking at night. The uncle beside me jiggles his leg and keeps hitting my knee. I wish
there was a bubble protecting me from every other human. I huddle closer to the window.

The radio announcer is a young woman with a smug, honeyed voice.

‘Today’s PSI is registered as 164. The public is advised to stay indoors as this is an

unhealthy reading. If you must go outside, please wear a medical mask. Government-
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issued hospital masks will be available from the following public distribution points
between 9:30 and 6:00p.m today:...’

She lists the places, but I can’t bear any more of her stupid, phoney, quasi-
American accent. I put in my earphones. So I've heard the rumbles. The newspaper
reports about forest fires in Sumatra, slash and burn, which sounds like the name of a bad
rock band. I don’t like rock music. I prefer the fuzzy distortions of shoegaze. I found out
about shoegaze from a music magazine someone left on the number 66.

This shoegazey kind of music is made for me. It cancels everything out; the

tedious hours ahead, the pollution all around me. Most of these bands are from Northern
England. I picture castles and cold air, drunk white boys with backcombed hair and bad
teeth stumbling through the cobblestones. Canned air suspended on a bass line. The bus
shudders and jolts. I hold my breath and squeeze my eyes shut.
By the time I reach the concourse the haze has thickened into a grey shroud and I wave
my hands in front of my face as I move forward. It’s almost time for assembly. Through
the haze I see two flags hanging on their poles. On a typical morning two prefects raise
the flags solemnly to the piped, scratchy track of our national anthem. Even when the
tlags reach the top there is rarely enough wind to make the fabric fly photogenically.
Instead they just hang there— limp, rain-stained. The prefects go away. The anthem
carries on for two verses and just when the sound cuts out we cross our right hands over
our chests and mumble the pledge. We, the citizens of Singapore... I have mouthed all the
words every weekday morning for the past decade. They have no meaning to me. Like
meat that has been chewed flavourless.

This air tastes and smells stale. It’s not like in Heidi with all that clean, high-
altitude Swiss air. This is secondhand smoke, a mess that hasn’t been cleaned up and has
drifted over to us. I don’t know if we’ll have normal assembly today. I shift my weight
from one foot to another. I can’t see any teachers around. Through my daze I notice a
group of girls gathered in the left hand corner of the concourse. All I can make out is
their clump of bent black-haired heads, rustling uniforms and mosquito-bitten legs
shuftling around.

I nudge forward. There is a girl sprawled on the concrete. She makes a slight
movement. She looks maybe two years younger than me. I have never seen her before.
Her face is the sort you forget in a second. Not pretty, not ugly. She is looking at her

own palm. Her mouth makes soft gulping shapes, like a goldfish out of a bowl. Her legs
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are splayed at obtuse angles, and I notice that her right foot has a smudged red circle
around the ankle, no sock, and no shoe.

‘One of the wild dogs bit her shoe off,” someone whispers. ‘Ate her sock. Would
have chewed up the rest of her if Faizah and Sarah hadn’t passed by.’

‘Serves her right.’

At the back of our school is a secondary forest that the government grew to keep
the air clean. It didn’t work. The fir trees sprang to full height at double-speed, unsettled
by the heat. The conifers are dark green, with tall tips like the bristles of mascara wands.
There is a blue wire fence around the forest because of the pack of wild dogs that roams
the tall grass. From time to time a hole appears in the fence, whether made through
clippers or bitten open by the pack of mongrel dogs, scraggly brown and grey, there’s wolf
in there somewhere. They run quickly, on sinewy legs. They never bark or howl. The
authorities have brought in pest control and animal enforcement officers but these dogs
are wily. They know how to hide.

I encountered one of them in my first year here. It came right up behind me when
I was crying at the back of the canteen. As I watched my tears drip into my palms, so
absorbed was I with feeling sorry for myself that I only sensed I had company when I
heard loud, avid panting. My first thought was of Biscuit, back from the dead. I turned
around and there was a huge, messy dog no more than two feet away from me. He, for it
was a he, I could see his balls dangling, sniffed the grass in circles. I stared at his wet nose
and yellow teeth, long tongue discoloured like a piece of old steak, not pink like Biscuit’s.
There was, I thought, a certain grisly glamour to death by mauling. Yet the dog-wolf
looked at me indifferently. After a few moments he padded away, haunches rising and
falling. My heart shifted down from my throat and sank back into my ribs.

‘Circe, someone says. Sir-see.

The girl on the floor does not respond. A teacher comes up and makes us move
aside.

‘Circe,’ the teacher repeats. ‘Can you hear me?

The girl’s eyes roll round to where the teacher is standing. She moves her head and
sits up, propped unsteady on her palms.

‘What happened? Are you okay?

Tm fine,’ Circe replies. Her voice is small and scratchy. She sounds like she has a
sore throat. It must be from the haze.

‘Girl, can you stand up? Are you sure you're okay? the teacher continues. ‘Later on
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you need to come find me and counter-sign the accident report.’

‘Okay. I'll action that. Just give me a few minutes.’

I'lean in to get a closer look. What kind of person talks like this? Does she think
she’s in the army?

The teacher seems familiar with her. She nods, and walks away.

‘Circe Low is such a drama queen,’ someone behind me whispers.

‘Thinks she’s the shit. When she’s not all that.’

‘My dad knows her dad. Says they are nouveau rich, no class.’

Within a few minutes the crowd has dispersed, girls pairing off and mumbling
small boredoms to each other. A flock of pigeons flies overhead. Circe and I look up at
the same time.

‘What's going on with assembly?’ I ask. She glowers at me.

‘No idea.’

‘Maybe they'll let us go home. Because of this haze. I can hardly see anything. My
eyes are so dry, I'm mumbling, and soon she will try to get away from me. ‘Are you
okay?’

Yeah, I'm fine,’ she says. She clutches her ankle and scratches her jaw with her
other hand. ‘A gray dog got my shoe. It looked like a mix between a wolf and a pony.
Not cute. Came out of nowhere and it held on to my ankle and wouldn’t let go. There’s
blood but it doesn’t hurt. My Converse, though. Brand new. Converse 77s, special
edition. What am I supposed to do with just one side? That fucking dog. Next time, I'll
kick it.’

‘Maybe you have rabies now. Or AIDS.

“You can’t get AIDS from a dog. Don’t be stupid.’

‘Of course you can,’ I reply, even though I am not so sure. You should get a blood
test. In case you're dying.’

I help her up and she brushes the dirt from the ground off her skirt. She looks at
me out of the corner of her eyes.

‘Are you Ng Szu Min?

‘How do you know?’

‘No big deal. I saw you outside the staffroom. You must have done something
really dumb to end up in public detention.’

T was talking in class. That’s all.’

‘Hm. Well, I heard you bite and lick people and make shit up.’
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‘Says who? That’s not true,’ I reply. People in your year are dumb and gossipy.” I
eye her tiny frame up and down. ‘And stunted.’

‘What year are you in?’

‘Sec Four.

Tm in the same year, stupid.’

‘How come I've never seen you?’

T transferred over last term. I'm not always in school,” Circe says. T have trouble
sleeping. It’s legit. I get some days off. I've got a medical cert. to prove it.’

‘Wow. Lucky you.

She shoots me an arch, shrewd look.

T heard you're like the girl from 7%e Ring. You never wash your hair and youre
tucking creepy. You climb out of TVs.

Before I can react Circe shrugs, and then flashes a smile at me. She looks both
twelve and like a cavalier twenty-something when she does this. I see that she is one of the
7% of people in the world blessed with what is popularly termed a Truly Winning Smile.
The sincerity of the smile makes my stomach lurch, like sitting in the back seat of a car as
it goes over a speed bump. She hops on her bare foot. As we make our way into the

school building and down the darkened corridor, she leans into my arm.
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2020
CIRCE
5.

Ever since my divorce I sleep better. Seven solid hours every night, right until my alarm
goes off. I remember my dreams better, too. Lately I've had dreams about auditions and
choir practice, sincerely hoping to be a professional singer, unaware of how discordantly
my life would unfold. And even further back in time, dreams of being close with my
brother— back when it was the two of us in collusion against adulthood.

Leslie and I would have done anything to never grow up. Even as kids, we knew
what a cliché we were; we re-watched our copies of Hook and Peter Pan until the tape
stripes wore out. Can’t believe that my brother is now thirty-five, and has a goat-like wisp
of facial hair, a bitchy banker wife and two children I've barely met since they were babies.
Back when we were children ourselves, we hid behind the living room curtains pale and
tense as Daddy sat stony faced at the dining table, sorting bills. Leslie and I hated
seriousness. Adulthood seemed to us like an endless stream of paperwork and sighing.
Frowning and always saying sorry, even when you didn’t mean it.

“Yuck. Not The Borings again,” Leslie would proclaim at the sound of guests’
voices in the hallway. He would groan like the green monster from Are You Afraid of the
Dark because it was going to be a long, staid evening when our parents threw a dinner
party.

When we watched TV Leslie and I made retching noises at any kissing scenes.
When we got a fax machine connected to an extra phone line, we used to call each other
from opposite rooms, inventing long jokes devoid of punch-lines, telling elaborate ghost
stories to each other until our ears grew hot from the receiver and Mummy wailed for us
to do our homework. The year we had the internet installed we listened in on the
rainstorm jangle of data on the phoneline, interrupting each other’s connectivity. That
was 1997: the dawn of the Asian Financial Crisis, a period of rapid currency decline and
market upheaval- yet whilst other businesses crumbled, my father’s hitherto limping
luxury trading company unexpectedly thrived. It turned out that even in times of fiscal
ruin people still harboured a bullish, avaricious appetite for certain kinds of jewellery,
watches and double breasted suits.

Our family moved out of the flat I'd spent my whole life in, straight into a two-
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storey detached villa on Margouliouth Road with floors so shiny I could see my gleeful
face in them. We went from budget to five star hotels, cushioned in my father’s new
money. Funny how long it takes to adjust to the removal of priveleges, but how quickly it
takes to get accustomed to comfort. Hotel is a hotel is a hotel. Mummy used to berate
Leslie and I for taking nice things so quickly for granted, and my brother and I would roll
our bratty eyes at each other and mouth nag, nag, nag. We bickered with and play-hit
each other in stuffy aeroplanes that criss-crossed the world. Our parents paid thousands of
dollars in order to relocate our arguments and petty grievances across different cities. Us
Lows loved each other but seldom got along, even back then. Is every family privately the
same, or were we especially negative? Athens, Tokyo, Mozambique. In tour buses, rented
cars, rattling trains, we paid no attention to the scenery, blinkered by our freshly funded
monstrosity. Leslie kept his eyes on his Gameboy, I on my Tamogotchis.

All these things come back with such clarity and detail in my sleep that first thing
in the morning, just before I grope around for my phone, I feel this pit of old time nested
in my chest. It’s a physical thing. A weight shifting. For a moment or two I think that I'll
see my old Backstreet Boys poster on the wall, and I expect to put on my uniform to go
to school. All this, even though it’s been at least two years since Leslie and I had a
genuinely nice time together, just the two of us (I think it was one of those nostalgic big-
screen showings of Hook at The Old Cathay, when his wife was working late and couldn’t
join us at the last minute). And next month I'll turn thirty-three years old.

I never dream about my ex-husband. I'm glad we ended it sooner rather than later.
We exhausted all our ugliness; we have nothing left to inflict upon each other. I shudder
to think what it would be like had we carried on resenting and attempting to bridge our
irresolvable differences, over and over, until we were forty, fifty, sixty. At least I've got
some youth left in me. Working around twenty-one year old interns keeps me feeling
trendy. I notice how this generation holds their bodies (slouching, eyes shifty; averted,
white-knuckle grip on phone), how they speak (listlessly, favouring texting to vocal
conversation) as well as what they wear. The seventies look is back in fashion- bell-
bottom jeans, peasant blouses- as well as the Recession Chic of the mid-noughties:
crumpled shirts, muted florals, interview outfits to sweat in. Vintage hand-me-downs are
essential; nothing freshly-manufactured. Morgue-Core, it’s called. All the same there are
entire factories dedicated to distressing new clothing, making it look dirtied and snagged.

Mummy, ever charming, insists that I only notice the stupid and superficial things

in life (like clothing or TV shows) and ignore what is important. What IS important?
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That is still something I would like to know. Nowadays I catch my mother looking at me
with bafflement. As if I turned out the complete opposite to what she hoped and
expected. She’s gotten more negative in old age. She tells me it is not a big surprise that I
gave up on my marriage because I'm a pathological quitter. She blames me for her
gallstones and says I am ageing her. I tell her I can’t do that because she’s already old.

‘You and your rudeness,’ she replies. Twish I had a sweeter girl.’

She’s kept my divorce quiet from most of our relatives. She secretly hopes Jarrold
and I will get back together, perhaps go see a Christian marriage counselor, even though
both of us are lapsed Christians, at best. No one needs to know, is her line. That’s fine.

Leslie is my mother’s ally. He lives with his wife Rachel in a swish East Coast
condo with rooms the size of teacup Chihuahuas and a swimming pool that looks phallic
from aerial view. They are the flawlessly devoted parents to two precocious boys whom 1
tind hard to handle; I'm bad with kids. We could not have ended up more different. The
treshest impression I have of my big brother is his face contorted into disapproval, and the
sanctimonious delicacy with which his wife tiptoes around the shambles of my marriage,
like singlehood is a malady that needs curing.

I am deep into the process of unknowing my ex-husband. Unknowing is as
delicate and gradual a practice as its reverse. It deserves the same space and deliberation.
Why does a divorce carry so much more gravity and defeat than a break-up? Why do
friends quietly judge and feel sorry? Sure, there’s the issue of assets, and titles, the naming
of things. The people closest to us withdrawing the expectation that we would stay
together forever and have fat, gifted kids. That’s the pinch. He can keep his boring friends
and priority club memberships. I am not sorry. Right now I am at the stage where I'm
startled that my ex-husband and I ever shared a straw, a blanket, a flat. I can admit to
myself that he was a bad kisser, tepid in bed.

I never dream about the last ten years. I read a list on the internet that said that
some of the most common things that people dream about are:

1. Falling off buildings.

2. Being chased.

3. Animals.

Nothing as exciting as the first two for me. The animals I will come back to. No
running or falling in my sleep. Just this sludge of the past. The well-trod and the has-
been. All these old feelings bubble up and leave a thin film over my waking day, like the

skin on a soup.
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I'work as a social media consultant. I've been at my company for over four years. When I
joined, in 2016, I was 29 and happily married and very excited to be here. Now I'm
almost 33 and happily unmarried and on some Monday mornings, sitting in this very
room, I feel like if I was stuck on a ship out at sea with these people I would kill
everybody. I should find a new job, but I just don’t have the energy.

The main account I'm handling is Jolene See’s. She is a Channel 8 starlet who is
trying to break into the Taiwanese pop market. First stop: Taiwan. Next stop: China.
And then: the world. T'll be impressed if she makes it out of Southeast Asia. She’s got a
half-decent voice; a forlorn, saccharine soprano, but you just can’t force these things. I
should know. Her management team is awful but they pay us on time. I end up doing a
lot of their work for them, curating Jolene’s English language social media content. Every
post, every tweet, every mailer. Jolene is 17, dewy-eyed and lithe and dumb as bricks, but
she’s a nice kid.

‘Make it cute,” her team instructs me.

Tl action that,” I say to them.

For at least half my workweek this is what I do: paid ventriloquism. I adopt the
voice of a “cute”, kooky, highly relatable 17 year old. My office is open plan; everyone can
see my monitor. The sun is coming in strong through the floor length windows. There
must be a word- some German or Inuit term— that describes the stuck, dreadful feeling
of disliking a beautiful view just because it is overfamiliar, and synonymous with work and
daily boredom. I've lived on this island all my life, and I often forget it’s just a speck on a
map of the world.

So much is crammed into this city. No such thing as a quiet, empty space around
here, unless you count a corporate carpark on Sundays. I crick my neck left and then right
and take in the crystal ship glint of Marina Bay— skyscrapers of silver and mirrored blue
glass, the swoop of a highway, construction cranes lifting container crates. Reclaimed
land, all this. Thirty years ago it was part of the sea bed- now it’s a tall jagged skyline,
hiding a giant sinkhole. By our long windows, the sage green Feature Wall, so called
because it’s meant to be a special Feature of our recently refurbished office. This colour is
meant to be calming. Instead it reminds me of the terrible paint job by the staff rooms in
my secondary school. Someone needs to change the batteries for the wall clock. The
hands are stuck on 6:30, which is just cruel, because no one can leave until our boss says

SO.
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The government is constructing another MRT line outside. BAY VIEW
STATION- READY TO SERVE YOU IN 2023. I don'’t see the need for so many stops
within such a small radius. Tunnels of marble, steel and plexiglass, with subterranean
magazine stands and incessantly beeping barriers. The stations are so close to each other
that it takes less than 20 seconds to get from one stop to the next. By the time the door
hisses shut it is time for it to re-open.

I'm writing an email to a painfully obtuse woman in the Joy Management Hong
Kong offices. I need to get the tone just right: not too snarky, but firm enough to let her
know that if she was doing her job correctly, I wouldn’t have to keep asking her for the
same stupid things. After two sentences, my focus is interrupted by drilling and the clang
of metal. I check the time on my phone. I take a medication called Praziquantal every
four hours, after meals. This is a new development, these small beige capsules in a blister
pack. I pop the pill silently at my desk, wash it down with fizzy water. I haven’t told
anyone in the office that I am recovering from a tapeworm infection.

How I picked up a tapeworm in a first world country like Singapore is a mystery
to me, and my doctor as well. Dr. Quah said it was raw meat. Some shoddy hawker not
washing his hands properly. Tapeworm eggs are spread through faeces. Somewhere along
the line, during the past two months, I must have been too busy to realise that I had eaten
shit. I could have eaten shit and died if I wasn’t careful.

I know that some people ingest tapeworms in the hope that the parasite will eat
them thin. Mine just gave me cramps. I remained the same weight, but developed a little
more of an appetite. I craved sharp and demanding tastes: candied orange peel, fried
cuttlefish, chilli kangkong, pickled cabbage. It was only when the cramps worsened that I
went to the doctor. I was shocked to find that something had taken up a home inside me,
uninvited. It thrived, while I clutched my sides and felt dizzy.

Dr. Quah prescribed the medicine to treat it. Now I'm killing the sucker, slowly
and surely. Poisoning the life out of it. When it gives up the fight I'll shit out segments of
its sickly white body. An eye for an eye, a shit for a shit.

I know what my worm looks like. I've seen its little face in my sleep, peeping
behind my eyelids. Cestoda Cyclophyllidea, that’s the name for it, which sounds like a
thrush medication, or an ugly woman in a myth. My Cestoda is long and slender and
moves with purpose. It’s not a dumb creature. It wants to sap up the very best of me. All
the vitamins and nutrients. All the funniest anecdotes and fondest feelings. Cestoda lives

in my intestines but likes to travel around my body, take a gander, have a look-see. I have
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a meeting in a minute. I squirm in my chair as I feel the worm wandering down my
gullet. There is something exquisite and almost sexy about how alone I am with this
knowledge. I feel it ripple past my oesophagus, clogging up my voice box, avoiding the
heart. Nestling into the atrium of my lungs, down to the belly. Is it the worm, or bad
lunch?

Gordon Cheong, my boss, nods his head at me. I get up and we file into the
meeting room, seven of us. Jeanette Kok Hui Ling is walking in front of me; the office
babe. I study her ass in a taupe-coloured pencil skirt, her sashaying at once both effortless
and practiced. I wonder what it would feel like to hold her hips like a jar and rattle them.
Jeanette brings back the oiliest meals for lunch at her desk; char kway teow, dripping
satay sticks, mee goreng and deep-fried chicken wings from the food court next door.
Sometimes she takes the food out of its sweating Styrofoam box and lays it on the one
white square plate we have in the office kitchen. From the watercooler, I watch her
angling her phone camera. After she’s uploaded and tagged the evidence, she eats it.
Wolfs it all down whilst online shopping, making gobbling and slurping sounds like a
cartoon, a frenzy of disposable chopsticks and plastic spoons snapped in staccatos by her
terocious hunger. Where does all that oil and fat go? Does it clog up her tiny arteries?
Does it travel out of her body peacefully, like rabbit pellets, or does she take epic, life-or-
death shits?

That apocalyptic appetite is the only thing that warms me to her. I wonder if she
has a worm that she knows nothing about. Maybe they have a one-sided, long-term
relationship. Her worm would be inferior to my worm,; less selective in its tastes, lethargic
in the afternoons.

As if she senses that I am thinking about her, Jeanette slides into the leather seat
across from me and glances up. I half-smile at her, but she dismisses it. She returns to her
tablet. Her nails are violet-coloured shellac. Kiat Ming, Irfan, Carl and Mona assume
their seats and take out their tablets as well. Tap, tap, tap. Everyone scrolls to the
schedule for today. Carl gawps at Jeanette’s cleavage. Gordon clears his throat and starts
talking. I look at him and try not to glaze over.

‘Look at the screen,” Gordon says. Our gazes follow, like good little sheep.

On the large monitor on the wall a woman’s face appears. Her features bear the
artificial clarity of digital restoration. It takes me half a second to recognise her, and when
I do a lump forms in my throat. The bastard child of a feeling at once both horrified and
deeply moved. My stomach shifts. My worm must like that. Plenty to feed on.
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I force myself to examine a younger version of the woman I knew. She is half-
hiding behind a large green leaf, smiling so that you can see the crinkles at the corners of
her gleaming eyes. The dark red, painted crescent of her mouth is in shadow. Even
though the image has been retouched, the woman is the biggest giveaway that this is an
old photo. She has that Peranakan, Nyonya kind of beauty that you just don’t see on the
streets these days.

‘Anyone know who this is?” Gordon asks.

‘Never seen her in my life,’ says Jeanette.

‘Me neither. She’s hot,’ says Carl.

T know,” says Irfan, who seems to know everything. ‘That’s the chick who played
the Pontianak in the seventies movie.’

‘That’s right,” Gordon replies. ‘Amisa Tan. If you don’t know her name you might
recognize her face from vintage posters. Aaron Leow’s studio is doing a reboot of this
movie. This is a major project. All hands on deck. Thali and Joseph will tell you how hard
they had to fight to win this client.’

Carl and Irfan make murmurs of assent. Gordon hovers his cursor over Amisa’s
face.

‘Ponti, 1978. Followed by Ponti 2, 1979, Ponti 3: Curse of the Bomoh in 1980.
Iskandar Wiryanto wrote and directed all three of them. Anyone heard of him?

Silence in the room. Jeanette is smoothing her index nail with her thumb. Kiat
Ming is checking his phone under the table. Mona is borderline snoring.

‘Don’t expect anyone will. He never made it big. He thought he was making art
house movies. But these Ponti films are camp entertainment. Nobody took them
seriously. Anyway, Leow’s production company is currently in casting, and they want us
to handle the promotion. Any ideas? I want to see you excited.’

Carl and Irfan pretend to be excited. Ming is still texting. Nobody is looking at

I remember. The first time I saw her: Szu’s mother. I never knew her as Amisa
Tan the cult actress, the siren from the film archives, doe eyes on a painted poster. Just
the jellyfish billow of her nightdress as she walked away from us. Her pale wrists and
those sharp features, steely even off-guard, too striking for someone’s quiet, housebound
mother. Amisa had a face that was always lit up with anger, or irritation, or some grown-
up, storied sadness she never thought to disguise from two teenage gitls.

That first afternoon returns to me in jolts of film. Szu unlocked the front grille
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and the old beige door. I stared at the nape of my fresh friend’s neck, vaguely repulsed by
the beads of sweat forming along her hairline even though I was sweating myself. The
moment we stepped into the front room I knew that we had to keep quiet. This was a
place of reverence, of a finger to a lip, hushing my jokes. It was an offensively bright day
in January, three weeks after we met. None of the sunshine glare made its way in. The air
was static and tomblike.

‘Got any snacks? I asked Szu in a lowered voice.

At that point I was still testing her, aware that I hit a nerve with every reminder of
eating. She nodded somberly. We took off our shoes and padded down the corridor. Szu
and I were sixteen, each other’s only friends in the world. We were symbiotic in the
intense, irreplicable way that comes part and parcel of being careworn teenaged girls; we
wheedled and resented each other in fluctuating measures. I looked around the kitchen. It
was so scummy; the dishes on the drying rack faded or soup-stained. When Szu opened
the fridge, it exhaled a bad breath of fish and pickled vegetables.

‘You brought a friend back, Szu. I'm impressed,” someone said.

Szu turned away from the stressful glow of food, and my eyes followed. A
spectacular, spectral woman stood in the doorway wearing a light blue housedress, and the
red plastic slippers you can get for 99 cents from the wet market. Even in that get up, I
had never seen anyone more starlike. I gawked. At this point Amisa was already very ill. I
didn’t know it then, but of course they did, mother and daughter both, their knowledge
heavied the room. From this first time I met her Amisa Tan had less than eight months
left to live. She was so thin. She seemed less like she was made of flesh and bone, and
more like an exquisitely etched stencil. Long streaks of gray and white in her chignon.

‘Um. Hello auntie,’ I finally said.

‘Please. It’s Mrs. Ng.’

Tm Circe,

‘Nice to meet you.” She assessed me for a moment. I felt insufficient in my dark
gray uniform. Her eyes flicked away. ‘Well, make yourself at home. Enjoy, girls.’

Mis. Ng didn’t ask me to repeat my unusual name; didn’t feign any interest. She
was so different to other mothers, who would have offered water, or chrysanthemum tea,
or layer cake. She had this regality to her movements. She lit a cigarette and made her
way to the room at the end of the hallway, and shut the door quietly behind her. I felt
something catch in my throat. I had this fawning urge to follow her, but I kept still.

‘Well...now you've met my mother,” Szu said. ‘Sorry. There’s nothing in the
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fridge to snack on. We might have Khong Guan biscuits somewhere, but I don’t know
how old they are.

‘Forget it,’ I replied. ‘Can I have a tour instead?’

The house was crawling with large red ants. The walls bore long, snaking cracks,
half the paint peeled off in jagged archipelagos. The grilles of the kitchen window were
matted inches deep with bird and batshit. The old bungalow was dim and quiet except for
the bubbling of the aquarium filter from the huge fish tank in the corner and from time
to time, the sound of low chanting. A man, or a woman with a hoarse voice muttered in a
dialect I couldn’t place.

‘That’s my aunt Yunxi,’ Szu said, a little apologetically.

I thought: who could live here? What a creepy dump. Yet at the same time there
was a certain aura about the place. I don’t know how else to put it. The house was
suffused with a strangeness that has stayed with me for years. Its dirty windows and closed
doors appear in my dreams from time to time. At the end of my afternoon visits I felt
glad to return to the tidy familiarity of my own home, and yet I wanted to go back to
Szu’s. I looked forward to revisiting that off-white building at the end of a leafy driveway,
containing its beautiful discontent. The place was so run-down and neglected that my
own mother would have been appalled. It reminded me of the backstage of an ancient
theatre in there. The melted-down candles, the orange lamps, the palettes of fine pink

powder that I assumed Amisa applied to her smooth, ghostly skin.
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1975
AMISA
6.

She was all packed. It wasn’t difficult. She had not much to take with her, just one bag
and all the ringgits she saved from odd jobs: rambutan and cockle picking, button sorting,
dishwashing, Campbell Street trade assistant, steam boat dream girl, whatever she could

get.

Tm ready,” Amisa said, and her parents looked up at her from where they sat at
the wooden table, and both nodded.

To be seventeen, and so beautiful. Sloe-eyed, fine-nosed, glistening pink mouth
like an ang ku kueh. Her father thought: who is she? How did this terrifying goddess
come from me and my sweet but plain pudding of a wife? What is she doing here? Over
the past three years frankly Amisa had made him nervous, and he hadn’t been able to
protect her from her lascivious uncle and the leering, oily boys from the charcoal factory.

Or maybe he hadn’t been able to control her. She had joined a dance troupe, at
thirteen, and they performed during Chinese New Year and the Mid-Autumn festival.
Amisa moved with a sinuousness and sensuality that harnessed the spotlight and made the
older madams in the crowd unintentionally draw their hands to their mouths and the
mens’ eyes dart away and then furtively back, flick up and down, oh yeah. Late at night
Amisa would slip back into the house smelling of grass and sweat, with charcoal stains all
down her arms and up her legs from who knows what, and even her beauty queen smile
telt like a failing. He didn’t understand how she was so unlike her good sister or seven
strong brothers who worked hard and laughed easily.

The family borrowed Khim Fatt’s open top truck and her siblings rode in the back
with her, except the youngest brother who sat up front, a silent seven year old who
watched Amisa with childlike suspicion and inherited contempt. He looked just like a
bug-eyed extension of his mother. Mother and smallest son craned their necks to look at
Amisa poised like a haughty statue in the back of the truck.

‘Do you have everything you need? Jiejie asked. She had brought her youngest
daughter with her. She was never on her own these days.

Yes Jiejie, Amisa said, ‘You don’t need to worry.” Yet as she spoke she felt a

wiggle of fear in the pit of her stomach, the sick certainty that she had really decided to
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leave them. She didn’t know how to phrase her selfish, valid, various reasons. In the house,
she was outnumbered. The atmosphere had grown unbearable. Her parents looked at her
every day like she might murder them.

As the truck rattled over a bump, Amisa rested her face on her palm and stared at
her favourite person. Didi blinked back with an expression of rare focus, tender
concentration. His mouth curved into the end point of two neat dimples. Some day soon
my Little Ghost will be a heartbreaker, Amisa thought.

He still had that cheeky capuchin demeanour from childhood. Her gaze fell to the
vicious laceration on his right leg, a long, raised mark. Didi was the wildest boy in the
kampong, and this spring he became obsessed with a used motorcycle, fender and gas
tank a chipped kingfisher blue. How Didi took to it, this sprayed-bright hub, revving the
engine till it panicked the chickens. His puckish face lit up over the cowboy saddle. Amisa
acquiesced to one ride in the pitch dark. She screamed in his ears and held on to Didj, felt
the thrum in his ribs as he whooped and laughed at her.

One week later, Didi swerved to avoid a giant monitor lizard and crashed his
motorcycle into a pole. The accident opened his right leg from hip down to knobbly
knee. It took six agonizing weeks for him to walk properly again, and now he acted like
he had never been injured despite his telltale hobble.

The journey passed too quickly. The last stretch of road, Didi kept his eyes on the
trees, gritted his jaw. Jiejie smoothed her daughter’s hair, and smiled at Amisa.

At the bus terminal Amisa hugged Jiejie tightly, her brothers one by one, and
Didi last of all. She could barely look at him without wanting to cry, so she kept her eyes
on the ground. When she looked up, he grinned at her like they were in on the same joke.
Maybe I can’t go, Amisa thought.

You'll write and call” Jiejie said. She was smiling, but still there was a lovelorn
shadow, worry tucked in the corner of her mouth. Jiejie’s seven-year old daughter tugged
at Amisa’s arm. She patted the little girl briefly.

As she boarded the bus, Amisa turned to her family standing by the curb, her
parents with their graying hair and stern expressions, her sun-stroked brothers in their
khaki slacks and singlets, her wonderful, serious sister in the gray dress with her lookalike
kid. Didi smiled and waved. Amisa took her seat and waved back from the window,
sticking her hand over the glass.

It was only after the bus crossed the highway and the island shrank to a small

green glimmer that Amisa reached into her pocket, and closed her hand around its
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contents. She peered around to make sure nobody was looking before taking out the red
cloth pouch, tilting it on her lap so that the jade bangle peeked out. It had been her great
grandmother’s and was her first sister in laws by right, but the oldest brother hadn’t
married yet, and it didn’t seem like he would anytime soon. Her mother had always said
she was a thief, not to be trusted, and Amisa felt it was almost expected of her, to take
her mother’s most prized possession, tucked at the back of the second drawer, right where
she knew she would find it.

When the causeway snaked into Singapore she looked out into the concrete
expanse, the tall buildings clustered like rows of crooked teeth, HDB flats in stucco
textures and half-constructed office buildings. She realized that besides wanting to leave
Kampong Mimpi Sedih, she had given this new place not much thought, had not allowed
it to occupy any space in her idealizations. And perhaps because of that she would be
impossible to disappoint.

Yellow top taxis zoomed past along the wide roads, painted with their orderly
white stripes, cars and trucks in obedient rows. Amisa felt steeled, not alarmed, by the
scale of the city, the rubble and scaffolding everywhere.

In Geylang her mute bald landlord led her up a flight of narrow stairs that creaked
underfoot, as if the wood would moulder away at any moment. The shophouse smelt
faintly of urine and vegetable oil. At the top of the stairs were two doors so close to each
other they could only open inwards. Up here the air reeked of incense and the sour, bodily
smell of sickness. The square between the two doors could only fit one human at a time.
The landlord unlocked the yellowed door to the left and Amisa followed into her new
home. The room was tiny with a bare bulb and water-stained walls. But nobody could
enter without a key or a knock. This place was truly hers.

In the early mornings she worked in the wet market, helping Mr. and Mrs. Lim
sort cockles, clams and prawns. Mr. Lim was an old friend of her father’s, with white
bushy eyebrows and an accosting stare that slipped into a barefaced ogle when his wife
turned the other way. She did a little wriggle when Mrs. Lim wasn’t looking, and winked
at Mr. Lim, kept him sweet on her but didn’t allow any touching. She was the cynosure
of all eyes in the market, even at 4:30 a.m wearing a fish-stained apron, with a face
scrubbed of sleep and her hair hidden underneath a white plastic cap.

On the long walk home, men leered and sucked the air through their teeth.
Sometimes she didn’t even know they were there until they followed her. To distract

herself, Amisa filed the leerers into racial generalisations, feeling very much like her own
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mother as she did so. The Malay men mostly winked and nodded at her. The Chinese
men called her mei nu and shouted out rude come ons in every dialect, getting
increasingly agitated as she ignored them, and the Indian men stared at her with a leonine
intensity, but at least they said nothing. She jutted her jaw and tried to walk quickly,
keeping her own eyes trained safely ahead. This city was worlds away from the sussurating
shoreline of Kampong Mimpi Sedih with its promise of turtles, its lowlands and marshes,
but it seemed that men everywhere were alike in their swampy intentions, no matter how
well they disguised it. They wanted to gobble her up. Their hunger was rote.

In the late afternoons and some evenings, she worked in the Paradise Theatre, a
small cinema on the junction of Jalan Ubi and Everitt Road. It had only two screens; one
that showed Hindi and Chinese films, and another that showed second run Hollywood
movies. Some days she cleaned the toilets and other times she ushered and sat on a
hardbacked chair at the back of the theatre.

In front of her unfolded a screen the size of a small world.

Whirring countdown: ten beeping numbers and the final fidgets before the long,
darkened room became as hushed and vast as the bottom of the sea. Peace at short last. It
was a whole way of being, and for her, it felt completely free. She loved the kungfu
movies with their boggling choreography and mulletted young men who never tired; or
the Hindi musicals with their fluttering romance, lush intriguing girls and stirring scores
that surged in and out of bass and bongo beats. Saris swished vivid colour across the
screen, every frame pulsing with life that was so much better than life. She even adored
Jaws with its stupid-looking shark and the choppy threat of American waters. Hollywood
seemed incredibly unreal: everyone so blonde, buttery, strong thighed and somehow
cruder. She could have watched films all day and even without the visuals the sounds
themselves were calming, nothing but the soft putting of the film reel through the
projector, the rustle of snacks, and the laboured breathing of an audience either aroused
or half asleep. She could live right here, behind them. Dwell always in this darkened
kingdom of muffled dialogue, muffled intrigue; and she felt a rare kinship, a shared
humanity with the silhouetted heads tilted upward, chewing kachang puteh or
watermelon seeds.

The young couples amused her. They entered the auditorium primly and, once the
lights dimmed, necked with slurpy passion, creaks challenging the folding seats.
Sometimes they left a sticky residue, a snail trail of indeterminate bodily origin that she

wiped away with bleach. Her manager, a permanently scowling man in his thirties called
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Pok Hian instructed her to tap politely on the shoulders of such canoodlers, even granting
permission to hit them lightly on the head with a wooden fan if that would make them
cease. But mess and all, Amisa let them be.

There was one particular Chinese couple in their early twenties that came in for
the Sunday matinees. The girl was ponytailed, plain and slightly pudgy, and the man was
of medium height with sloping shoulders and a mildly pockmarked face. The couple
would turn up to the theatre holding hands, the girl beaming, nakedly and radiantly in
love. The man would stride up to the counter and buy a pair of tickets for the back stall
seats and as Amisa tore the stubs and handed them to him, she felt unsettled and annoyed
by the way he stared at her, all whilst holding his girlfriend’s hand. His gaze always
lingered for at least two beats too long.

By the time the lights came on and the crowd emerged from the theatre the
ponytailed girl almost always had reddened eyes and glistening cheeks, although Amisa
never actually caught her crying. Perhaps she was easily moved even by the ridiculously
slapstick Hong Kong comedies. Perhaps she had an eye or sinus condition. But Amisa
noticed the couples’ silhouettes one time, conferring furiously in inaudible whispers
during a fight scene in Dong Kai Ji. Theirs seemed like a terrible and especially boring
courtship, doomed to failure. She wondered why the ponytailed girl even bothered, why
anyone bothered really with the rituals of love, why they didn’t just get down to it the way
she had back in the village, barebacked animal fumbles in the tall grass from any
handsome body, undeterred by what she could catch or what risked growing inside her. If
it happens, it happens and I'll handle it she thought, with the same clear-eyed abandon she
telt all those years ago. Striding into the forest with no ammunition or protection from
the darkening green except a plastic bag containing a dishcloth and half-eaten
watermelon. Maybe her mother was right and she was lucky, charmed to still even exist.

So life went on this way: fondling seafood in the small hours, whiskery grey
prawns slipping from her grip, shucked shells and wet floors and the rush and furore of
the market before it opened. When her job was done Amisa strode like a samurai past the
bucket mountains, the reams of belt noodles and cloth and extravagantly violent, gushing
cuts of beef and pork, to go home and shower and take it all off. And then she would
have a nap, and turn up for her shift at the cinema. Rinse and repeat.

Mr. and Mrs. Lim were agreeable enough bosses, although they disapproved of
her living in Geylang.

‘That whole area got prostitutes,’ Mrs. Lim said, and shook her head. ‘Dirty place.
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Stay away from the red numbers.’
The numbering of the shophouse where Amisa lived looked like it had once been

red, but was now scratched off.
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2020
CIRCE
7.

Over the next few weeks it feels like a can of Amisa-shaped worms has been opened. 1
hadn’t seen her face in years, but now she is hard to avoid. I get her image embedded in
emails. Print outs of her accost me from walls and tables. I get bombarded with Amisa
and my thoughts return to Szu. But the memories are time-fogged, static, and badly
tormed. I keep getting snapshots of Szu’s stick arms and her long, dolorous face. I wish I
could swipe them both away, clear them permanently from my brain’s bin.

Gordon dispatches our team to the Somerset offices for “Initiative and
Leadership Skills-Building Training”. I usually hate these but this time I'm relieved to
have a Ponti-free day. The instructor is a chubby, oily man named Clarents Goh Bok Tin
with a cowlick of greasy hair and a vague lisp. I am paired with Jeanette. We sit on white
plastic chairs that resemble the play sets in kindergarten. Every time I shift in my seat my
thighs squeak against the plastic. Jeanette is chipper today; newly in love, the rumour
goes. Some people are so good at moving from love to love. They make a charmed, easy
habit of it. Jeanette’s like that. It helps that she is so good looking. And when she decides
the guy isn’t working for her, she dusts the relationship off like lint on her shirt, and tries
on the next new thing.

When Clarents comes round to our table he is all eyes on Jeanette and I might as
well not exist. He instructs us to think of a vegetable, any vegetable, except for a carrot.
That old mind-trick. Of course all I can think of is a damn carrot.

The bright orange carrot in my mind morphs into Szu’s face. She makes me
wince. She clouds my vision on the bus home, on the toilet, the next morning waiting in
line for the cashier, the evening after, when I'm in dark tunnels willing the taxi uncle to
hurry me home. The next day, at lunch hour Szu’s scared and sullen face floats around my
brain and I force a song into my head and keep walking forward. I've preserved her as a
teenager. Szu floats in the murky brine of my memory. With pimples scattered across her
torehead and that furtive, worried look in her eyes that used to both reassure and annoy
me. Because it is comforting to know that there is someone similar to you in the world, it

helps a person to feel less faulty and alone.
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But past a certain point when there are too many commonalities this comfort
shifts into unease. Copycat. Imitator, I used to think. I try and walk her off. I tell myself I
will take as long as I need, I will lie that I was stuck in line at the bank. I keep walking.
Beyond the lunchtime ambit of my colleagues, past coffee shops and electronics
megastores. 1 head toward a row of perfumed shops that smell like nouveau-riche
housewives, ai-tais. Luxury comforts me. It reminds me of what I took for granted when
I lived off my parents. Tai-tais smell like laundered blouses, pomade and three sprays of
Chanel No. 5 on pampered but under-loved skin. The clichés exist because they are true.
In a display window I see a brown Marni bag haloed in sunshine. Something in me
tickles. My worm finds this beautiful. Cow hide and handsome handles. It costs
S5$3600.00 including GST. It would take me two and a half months of an instant
noodle-only diet to afford this.

Back at my desk I spend twenty minutes daydreaming about how much that
beautiful leather bag would improve my existence. If I slung it on my arm I would
become a better person. Life would steady itself. Although by the time I paid for that bag
all my hair would have fallen out from the preservatives. And my nails would have grown
chipped and yellowed. And maybe my Cestoda worm would be poisoned to death from
monosodium glutamate, rather than my medicine. I would have nothing to keep in my
new bag except credit card bills and a non-refundable feeling of disappointment.

Gordon appears over my shoulder. This afternoon I'm meant to be composing a
mailer for Jolene. He peers at my screen.

‘Very interesting,” Gordon says, which is Gordon-speak for ‘what the hell are you
doing? I glance back at his pubic-looking stubble and his striped blue shirt, deliberately
unbuttoned in a deep-v at the collar.

In the compose field, all I have written is:

The beauty of capitalism= to covet. Too obvious? Marni bag= S$3600. Rent=
2600 misc..= 900

Tm trying out a new angle...for Jolene’s comms campaign. Moving forward,” I
say, feeling stupid even as I keep speaking. It’s a game changer. Going from good to
great.’

‘Can’t wait to see the results, then.’

Tl action that!” I reply, with saccharine gusto.

‘Right,” Gordon replies, which really means ‘wrong’. I wilt inside in a way that I

haven'’t since secondary school. As he walks away the cloud of his disapproval lingers over
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The week after I first visited her home, I invited Szu over to my place after school. We
waited by the concourse for Mummy. Szu fidgeted beside me, a twitchy beanpole. Our
silhouettes in the Visitor’s Office window reflected our whole head difference in height.
We made quite the duo: I the small one with the frizzy bob, Szu the tall one with the
lifeless ponytail. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the Badminton Girls shooting
derisive glances our way. I pretended not to care.

Mummy’s Porsche pulled up. Everyone noticed. Szu got into the backseat and I
took the passenger seat up front, slamming the door for emphasis.

You're late, Mom,’ I said.

‘Sorry, Sisi. Traffic. Hello Szu! Nice to meet you. 'm Auntie Magda,’

‘Hello, Auntie.

‘How was school, girls”

‘Going from good to just great, I replied.

“You and your funny sayings!” Mummy chuckled and shook her head.

I got out my phone and started to play Snake. I heard Szu still struggling behind
me with the seat belt: the polyester shift and stir, four fails and a click.

When we got home, my maid Josephine brought out a tray full of orange slices
and peanut cookies.

‘Take it upstairs thanks,” I said. I followed the torpid turn of Szu’s head as she
took in our reception area: the peach marble floors, double cupboards full of Swedish
glass ornaments, and the Persian carpet Mummy sent for immersion cleaning every year.

‘Sisi tells me your mother is a movie star, Mummy said.

‘Um, yeah,” Szu replied. She gulped and looked up from under her eyelashes. ‘She
acted in the Ponti trilogy, 1978-1980. Local horror movies.’

‘Ah!' I can’t say I've heard of them,” Mummy replied. ‘Does she still act?

‘Not any more. She’s retired.” Szu had on that gummy, bashful voice she reserved
for teachers.

‘Well I'll look for Pontiin the movie rental store next time.

‘Please mom,’ I said. You never go to the rental store. Nobody uses rental stores
anymore. It’s all pirated VCDs nowadays. From Johor.’

‘You young people, I cannot catch up. Auntie is a dinosaur! And what about your

Pa, Szu? What does he do?”’
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‘Antique restoration.’

‘Sorry, dear? I didn’t catch that.

‘Antique restoration.’

‘Oh! How nice. Our family friend Uncle Meng also-’

‘We're going to my room,’ I said. ‘Come on, Szu.’

Upstairs Szu squinted at the Backstreet Boys poster tacked to my farthermost
wall. SHOW ME THE MEANING OF BEING LONELY, it read. The Backstreet
Boys stood arms crossed or akimbo, all curtain fringes and bleached tips, five set jaws over
five pairs of priceless sneakers. Szu crossed her arms and stared down at her own canvas
shoes. There was a dejected cast to her hunch.

‘Sorry Mummy asked about your dad,’ I said. ‘She didn’t know.’

It’s okay. It’s not like he’s dead. At least, not that I know of. Anyway, I don't
really want to talk a-’

T can’t believe he won the lottery! Your family is so random! My Dad always said
if someone wins Toto theyre not supposed to tell anybody or theyll get murdered for
their money.’

‘Murdering someone is a mega stupid way to get money.’

‘Oh yeah?’

T don’t really care about money.’

Yeah, right!” I laughed. ‘Everyone cares about money. Just look at our school. If
you claim you don’t you're either lying or deluded.’

‘Can I use your toilet”

I pointed her toward my en suite. She shut the door and had to pull it twice to
lock it. She stayed in there for a long time.

‘Why do you use men’s shaving cream? Szu asked when she came out.

‘My brother Leslie likes to use my bathroom. He probably just took a shit and
shower in there, before he went out. He has his own toilet but he messes mine up because
he thinks it’s funny.’

‘Oh,’ said Szu. She sat down, gingerly, on the edge of my queen-sized bed and
looked around again. I rifled through my CD collection.

‘What do you want to listen to?’

‘Anything. I'm neutral’

My upper lip curled up as I selected a Fleetwood Mac album. “Neutral” was my

term, one of my catch phrases. As the music started to play I shifted up on the cloud-
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printed covers and flopped down to one side in bed. When I peered up at Szu she was
sitting ramrod straight, hands on her lap, eyes lightly closed.

“Your house gives me a happy vibe, she said.

After she left I took a shower. When I stepped out and rubbed the foggy mirror

to judge my body, I noticed that all the bottles and Kodomo toothpaste on my counter
had been lined up straight, turned label-outwards. I pictured Szu taking her time,
studying their ingredients.
I'm renting a flat in Tiong Bahru. It’s been super hip for about a decade, and the cost
reflects that. Even the prata is more expensive around here. Sibeh Hipster pricing, I call
it. My flat mate is a forty-year old named Julius (or Yong Ling Kiat on our rental
agreement). I met him through an ex-colleague. My only stipulation for a roommate
was: not a freak. So far, Julius and I get along just fine. Julius works in advertising and
identifies as asexual. He told me this early on, to get any misconceptions out of the way
that he might ever have any designs on me. Initially affronted, I've come to appreciate his
directness. He is really tall for a Singaporean guy, over six feet, and wears his hair in a
greasy ponytail.

‘When are you going to cut your hair?” I ask him as I put down my bag. ‘It’s
getting scraggly.’

‘Don’t boss me around,” he replies. He’s making a pot of tea. His mother bought
him this transparent teapot from Japan. I watch the grey-green bud unfurl and bloom in
the centre of the teapot.

‘Something in the mail for you,” Julius says.

‘What is it?

‘It’s on the side table.’

I pick up a thick padded envelope with my name and address scrawled on it in
black marker. The ink is running out and so the final line of my address is frenzied strokes
of the marker-pen, indents on the paper.

It’s mostly bubble padding that has bulked up the envelope. Inside are red sheathes
of paper, and when I take them out I see they are paper stencils, the sort you find all over
the place during Chinese New Year, of the different zodiac animals. I count eleven of
them, my heart quickening in my throat. Only the rabbit is missing. I grope around the
envelope for anything else, inspect it carefully for a return address, find nothing.

‘Viral marketing,’ Julius tells me. It’s really well-done. Looks authentic, like some
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poor intern actually used a faulty marker pen to take down all those addresses. Maybe the
logo is in invisible ink. China manufacturers. Hm, I've got a hunch which agency this is.
Give it.

‘No,” I reply. I put the stencils back into the envelope. Thin crepe paper in my
hands, giving off the faintest whiftf of dust. I feel the urge to hide them. I know it’s not
someone trying to sell me something. It’'s someone trying to ze// me something.

I remember being eight years old, and an old woman who smelt like dustballs
pressing stencils like that into my palm. I picture her sad, inky eyes and shiver.

Later that night, I feel a presence in my room. It must be 2 or 3 am — witching
hour to someone somewhere. Whoever believes it, feels it. Wasn’t that what Szu’s crazy
aunt used to say? Aunt Yunxi, a proponent of her own personal brand of voodoo.

When I sense somebody in my room, the first and most obvious person that
comes to bleary mind is my ex-husband, Jarrold. I might as well say his name now, calm
and flat, two words that otherwise mean nothing. Jarrold Koh.

I remember the weight of Jarrold’s fading, bony-chested body in bed- how he
would dream like a dog, legs tussling and scrambling, twisting the sheets; for a rare,
shimmering moment I feel fond of him. This man I grew not to hate but to feel disdain
for, total utter disinterest. Which is even more damning than hatred. Toward the end,
when we weren’t arguing but filling the room with a noxious fog of conflict, he would be
the first to start talking. To start trying to explain things to me or accuse me of not
listening, and this would literally put me to sleep. My eyelids closing in spite of
themselves, I would pinch my arms with the jagged nibs of my nails to keep myself
awake. And he noticed, of course he did. Even thinking about it now my eyelids start to
droop.

And so I remind myself: I only miss him because I'm lonely. And it’s less lonely to
do that than to have nobody to miss. Because we no longer have to squeeze into the same
bed, and maintain the young-couple charade of sharing our lives. As if life is a jumbo
packet of chips. As if you can make odd shapes fit. As if everyone is built for bliss. Maybe
Jarrold has a shot. I reckon he’s moved on and fallen for someone docile. I can imagine
him murmuring endearments to a moon-faced girl with glossier hair and a kinder heart
than me. Every sticky step of love, emoji trails and coy conversations, I can picture it.
Date night: he'll bring her over some lontong and soya bean milk from the hawker centre
near her place and she will beam at him, accept thankfully. And later on they will dim the

lights and fuck full of earnestness to Adele or something.
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All these details I'll never know, all of it is happening. While I lie here on my own,
getting haunted. And this wakes me up a little bit, brings me back to my body. I return
to the limp, shea-buttered heft of my limbs on the mattress and all this space around me,
blanket all to myself. And then I realize that the someone else I sensed isn’'t Jarrold but a
woman standing at the foot of the bed. Her shadow stretches over my pillow.

Long ago I stopped believing that you can will things, good or bad, to happen to
you. But now it seems so obvious, half-awake, that Szu should appear to me tonight,
because I've been expending so much energy thinking about her. No choice of my own.
This sense of someone near me.

Szu is wearing our secondary school uniform. Her scuffed white shoes are the only
things catching the slice of moonlight coming in through the slats of my bedroom
window. Arms crossed. She is lankier and just as angular as I remembered. When I put
together her shape, facial features a little blurry, I don’t even cry out. Why would she
scare me? She was never capable of intimidation.

‘Circe, what’s up.” she says, and she doesn’t sound hostile or sad, either. Her voice
is so matter-of-fact and familiar. It makes me choke. The tone is a little off-kilter. She
sounds like one of those American voiceover dubs on a Japanese animation, slightly out of
sync.

My tongue unglues itself from the bottom of my mouth.

‘What the hell?’ I blurt out. And in a way I am being honest. What is up with me,
lately? Answer: a constant state of what-the-hell-is-happening. I don’t know if my mouth
is moving or if I am saying the words in my head.

I'm seized by the impulse to reach and grab Szu by her scrawny wrists. I want to
hold her shoulders, with the cavalier liberty of the old days, and give her a shake. Ask her
what went wrong. The general and the specific.

The internet can tell me in a millisecond where my old friend really is, but that
would give away a game I don’t want to be a part of. I don’t want to know because to
know where she is and what she is doing is to invite the past back as a symptom of the
awry present. Our story is done. I don’t care and I don’t want to hear it. It’s ancient history.

Szu fades and flickers at the foot of my bed, and uncrosses her arms. Soon my
jangling alarm tone will be right in my ears and the birds cawing their outdoor refrains
and the weekday, always the weekday, all over again.

‘What a way to greet me,” Szu says, and this time she sounds just like me. She

licks her lips. ‘Especially after what you did.’
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She lets the words settle over my bedroom, like leaves shaken off a tree. My
stomach flips. I can’t move, can’t even flinch. She opens her mouth to speak again-

‘Go away, I say, but all that comes out is a groan and the edges of my room begin
to blur.

As 1 slip into deep sleep I think: I don’t want to hear about Szu, or see her ever

again. If I run into her I'm sprinting in the other direction. Even if my feet won't comply,
I'll force them. I don’t want to know if she looks as prematurely worn out as I do, at
thirty-three, or whether she’s glowing; whether she’s put on weight, become healthy;
whether she’s rearranged her face or cut all her hair off, highlighted it; whether she has a
Caesarean scar on her body or broken bones, whether she is living in this country or on
another continent. Or the darkest thing I fear, if she’s been dead for god knows how long
and I was too distracted by my own life to have even the slightest inkling.
I wake with a jolt. My left hand flails over the pillow and I gasp for air, just as my alarm
begins its polyphonic pleas. I feel for my phone and swipe it quiet. I had an action-packed
dream, before it was interrupted. My client Jolene was running after me; Jolene turned
murderous, suddenly terrifying with her pop star perm and the acetate sheen of her skin. I
bolted away from her, down a FairPrice aisle with flickering strip lights and shelves full of
cereal boxes. I wore shoes with too-thin soles that felt like any moment I might lose my
footing.

I get ready to go to work, gulping down an acrid bitterness in my mouth. Two
stops away from the office, I remember Szu standing by the foot of my bed, goading me.

When Amisa went into hospital Szu became obsessed with death. How long do
you think it would take for someone to die if they didn’t eat, or didn’t drink? She asked me.
She made me look these things up on the internet because she didn’t have a computer.

I didn’t blame her. It is hard not to fixate on death if it is staring your own mother
in the face. Mondays and Wednesdays after school I followed Szu to the hospital, Mount
D., a massive complex of aquamarine and wretched beige. We dragged our feet past the
circular driveway and into the air-conditioned lobby, took the lift to floor 3 and two lefts
on the bleached linoleum that made our canvas shoes squeak.

At sixteen I had never experienced any real death in my family, nothing close
enough to touch. But from TV and movies I knew enough to conclude that all hospitals
truly look the same. And this uniformity was bare and brutal more than reassuring.

Aunt Yunxi spared no expense. Amisa had her own room, with one glass wall for
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observation. I tried not to look into the other units on the way there, but I couldn’t resist.
Everything in the ward was sprayed clean, sterilized to a plasticky shine. Although there
were no signposts Szu and I knew we were in the Land of No Hope. We had heard about
this place from made-for-television movies but it was surreal to actually be unmoored
within it. We had to observe decorum. Stand with our hands folded, our feet close
together, heads bowed. The scent in the air a mixture of disinfectant and disease. The
disinfectant couldn’t cure the disease, it could only try to cancel out the infectiousness of a
surface. A sign on the wall had a diagram that indicated: If you don’t wash your hands,
and you touch your mouth, unthinking, sometimes this can be enough to make you sick.
Left untended, even a small sickness can mutate into something serious. As if we needed
any further reminders of this. The air in the ward was heavy, solemn. The curtains by the
beds were dark mauve and the other patients looked older than Amisa.

In the Land of No Hope certain words were forbidden. “Dying”, “terminal”,
“unfair”, those are a few examples I can think of. Nothing overt, no expressions of
outrage, no alarm. Slack-jawed old men, eyes shut tightly, breathing through a ventilator
as their middle-aged children stood by the side of the bed, past crying. Tiny
grandmothers with thinning crowns of hair, skin pulled tight and jaundiced, or swollen
and discoloured blue-grey from the medication, the expensive drugs entering these failing
bodies intravenously. And at the end of the corridor, Amisa Tan.

Her condition had deteriorated over the past two months until it became clear she
needed to be hospitalised. Before, while her sickness remained unsaid, it was easy to
mistake its increasingly pronounced displays for a doomed, noble fragility. I'd come into
the kitchen at three p.m to the sight of her delicate profile tilted toward the kitchen
window, peaceful for a moment. When she looked back at Szu and I she had this
expression of futile anger, like we were bailiffs come to seize her furniture. Amisa turned
her nose up at me with undisguised contempt, but this only made me want to win her
tavour even more. Back then I was too unformed to feel insulted. But the way she looked
at her own daughter was far worse- she would flick her eyes from Szu’s messy black hair
down to her feet, and grit her teeth, as if to say: why her, why me, why all this.

Amisa was like this almost every time I encountered her. I derived the guilty
pleasure of schadenfreude, watching the mother be so brazenly brutal to her own child.
Szu kept her head bowed, hunched her shoulders until she was almost my height, and
never challenged her mother’s hostility. Even I knew things weren'’t so simple as that, and

that there would be no empowering denouement to the daily insult of her bullying.
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Amisa affected her more than any of the taunting girls at school.

By the time Amisa entered the Land of No Hope, I had developed an intensity of
teeling toward her that hovered between a crush and intimidation. She was incorrigible
and out of this world: this beautiful woman who broke her daughter’s heart every day as
much as she continued to fascinate us both. Isn’t this what magazines mean by star
quality, that ineffable thing, charisma? No matter what we say we humans are
tundamentally shallow, it’s encoded in our eyes and monkey brains. I have never met
anyone like Amisa Tan. She had a brand of bruised yet appealing insouciance that I
wanted to grow into one day myself.

It was the wrong time to think that, to gawp at the object of my grotesque,
private adoration. All colour drained from her face, cheekbones so badly sunken. She was
dying; it was plain to see, although nobody would say it. I can’t forget how she looked,
toward the end. Dark hair with streaks of gray fanned out on the pillow, chest rising and
talling like a small bird’s. Increasingly often, when we visited, she was asleep. Yunxi never
came with us; she told Szu she had to stay in the house, attending to the roster of clients.
After all, they had to keep up the business.

One afternoon when we visited Amisa was sitting up in bed. Her blue hospital
gown was bunched up all around her and she looked like a china doll nested in crepe
paper. Her face was swollen and waxy. She blinked like she had something in her eye.

‘Hi. How are you feeling today?” asked Szu.

‘Hello Mrs. Ng, I said.

‘Go away,” she replied. I flinched. And then she turned to her daughter.

T bet you're happy to see me like this,” Amisa said. Her voice was so hoarse and I
could tell it cost her to exert herself, to project it with such vehemence. You've cost me.’

‘What? Szu asked feebly, even though Amisa had spoken loudly enough that we
both heard, ‘Why would you say that?’

I started backing out of the door, my hands cold, hurt and shame tracing my ribs.

‘Because it’s true,” Amisa said.

In 2003, the big haze lingered. Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome had broken out in
Guangdong the year before and coughed and hacked its way around the region. People
had died from it. Everyone was afraid of getting infected. Some wore stupid looking
hospital masks but Szu and I would rather have been caught dead than join them. We

drifted around Heeren like a pair of angelfish, giving boys the discreet side eye. Our long
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black hair trailed like fine, wispy tails. Our bubble voices echoed in the atria of shopping
centres- Takashimaya, Far East, the Heeren. How cute is that. How does this look. Too
expensive. Cheaply made. Perfect for a hot date. What hot date? Ha ha. This chitchat of
commerce. We were the target demographic, spoilt teenage schoolgirls with a proclivity
to bored buying. We were more powerful than we realised.

Five months into our friendship, Szu and I developed a manic obsession with
Japanese skincare. Rather, I encouraged it and she followed. Some days, after our hospital
visit, we made a trip to Wisma. We lingered in the tiny Sasa store that lay at the foot of a
giant escalator, scrutinizing poorly translated labels until the shop assistant with the
rebonded hair and false, spidery eyelashes told us to leave if we weren't getting anything.
Rolling our eyes but secretly glad for the excuse, we bought things. Even whilst taking
out our wallets we knew these products wouldn’t work on us; they were geared toward
Japanese girls from a cooler climate, fed on a diet of miso and sashimi, fair poreless skin.
In Singapore, three seconds is all it takes for a slick to form over the forehead. Szu and I
dabbed at our T-zones frantically with oil blotter papers, drew our hands away, ashamed
and disgusted by the film of oil on the previously matte blue surface. The subtle scent of
linen oil and fear. Would we always be like this, buying and worrying?

During teen hood all you know is all you know, which shouldn’t be discounted.
You have this one narrow window on the world, the stakes smaller but no less deeply felt.
Teenage heaven was marble shop floors and neon signs along the sides, behind glass
railings. Perfumed, safe world. Things to buy with leftover pocket money. A blouse, a
hair clip, a tube of overpriced lip gloss that I knew, even while unwrapping it, wouldn’t
make me any more attractive. Just a strange glittery oil slick gluing my mouth.

‘My mother has some amazing collectibles from the film sets, but she keeps them
locked away, or I would show you,” Szu liked to say and I would nod, I'liked to hear.

It didn’t matter to me that Amisa was nowhere as famous as Szu made it out to
be. Or that Szu was vague about which well-known admirers had bequeathed crushed
pearl compact mirrors and exorbitant jars of cream to her mother. At the time it didn’t
even occur to me: what sort of admirer would give a woman night cream as a present? I
didn’t want to actually watch the trilogy in case it was terrible, and shattered the illusion.
The truth is Szu and I told half-fictions to each other. We were complicit in our mutual
exagerrations. Besides, I was fascinated by Amisa’s brief but alluring movie star career, a
frame to hang our fantasies of fame, the shared suspension of disbelief. Szu’s voice took

on a reverential tone when she spoke about the three movies. We lounged in her room
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looking at magazines and together we coveted expensive radiance creams and glimmering
eye shadow palettes themed after black-tie balls we would never attend. When Szu and 1
weren’t spending money we dreamt about the things we would be buying, to make us feel
prettier, stronger, inoculated against the world.

When I leave the office it’s pelting, and I think of acid rain, and whether it is corrosive.
Skin cells getting damaged. My worm within me recoiling. I'm five minutes away from
the MRT when the sky gives way to a proper downpour, so punishing it’s personal.
Thunderstorms scare the shit out of me. Slapped by rain, I quicken my steps. Without an
umbrella, I have no choice but to scuttle like a chicken toward the station escalator. My
teet are too close to the edge of the silver stair and I feel the sickly wet on the back of my
calves. How many times a week do I imagine what it would be like to fall all the way
down? Would I die or just hit my head in a damaging way? I board the train and the
doors beep shut. Under the unflattering green glow of the carriage everyone is looking at
their smart phones.

I must have the only stupid phone in the city because it’s been acting up lately,
lying that I have missed calls, and sounding out notifications for nothing. I check the
vibration in my pocket; another false alarm, no one seeking me. I rub my eyes and steady
myself, gripping the handle on the train. A tiny somersault in my ribs. Cestoda,
fluttering. I'm spacing out when I spot the top of her head. The shock feels like a mini
heart attack.

Szu is standing on the other side of the glass doors. Rush hour blur of aunties and
ah bengs around her. She has her hair in a low bun but she still has the same sleepy
teenaged profile. For a moment I think I'm mistaken. But she turns toward me sharply
just as the train is pulling away. We lock eyes for a moment. Dark brown pupil to dark

brown pupil. That unmistakeable, maddening look. And then she’s gone.
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After we have pumped Slurpee-blue sanitizer onto our hands and tiptoed down the
corridor, Circe presses the lift button as if our lives depend on it, this hasty escape. I
wonder for a second if she thinks that all this dying around us is infectious. But when the
doors slide open I feel it too, the urgency and relief, as if a weight has been lifted. I am
just as glad as she is to descendinto the lobby where an auntie with a red-curled perm is
pushing a wheelchair. Any forward motion, however slow and however slight, seems
hopetul, compared to the bedside tableaus that we are now so used to.

Seated in the wheelchair is a man with liver spots on his face and milky eyes. He
looks a little bit like an actor who used to play the angry patriach in the 9pm drama serials
from the late nineties, a scheming gambler wreaking intrigue in some family business.
His stare follows Circe and I out of the corridor and into the reception.

As we step out into the sunshine, Circe says ‘The Land of No Hope was okay
today. The machines were beeping peacefully. The air smelt like banana-flavored cough
medicine.’

I don’t encourage her, just move my face into something like a smile. Circe insists
on calling Ward 12 A the Land of No Hope. We rewatched The Land Before Time in
Circe’s living room the other day, on a scratched VCD. The frames froze and jolted
sporadically and we pitied the baby dinosaurs with their faded pastel skin and dulcet
voices, trying to make it safely across the treacherous plains to find their parents. That’s
where Circe got the idea for the name. I don’t want to let it catch on, for these visits to
become another ingredient to her anecdotes, even though that’s what I've started calling it
too in my head.

That makes my mother the Queen of the Land of No Hope. Look at her
propped up on her throne, surrounded by scratchy pillows, wearing a paper gown with an
IV drip for a sceptre. She’s reigned for three weeks. If she is Queen isn't it unlikely she
will ever leave? I don’t want to think about it. All I can do is watch the monitor with its
impersonal deet-deet-deet and the lines of her breathing. And when I leave the ward I can’t
get her stretched, shiny face out of my head. Please just get better and look normal again
and let me hate you in peace.

Circe and I walk out of the automatic doors and the sun makes me squint. I think
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of how cold the ward is, and the mother I left there dozing in bed, that’s it, a perpetual
half-doze, never a deep sleep, because of the beeping and her pain.

It’s almost 4pm and sun reflects off the white concrete driveway straight back into
my eyes. Maybe I'll go blind. Part of me envies the depressed Icelandic postmen I read
about in a magazine article in the waiting room, doing their morning rounds during the
winter solstice. Having only four hours of daylight could drive you sad, cycling on
creaking bicycles in the dark and the bitter cold. Imagine dreading life because you have a
Vitamin D deficiency, having the clarity of knowing that the only thing you are lacking is
sunlight.

‘Come on, Circe says, beckoning me toward the bus stop. You can’t keep
standing there,’

Lately I have recognised that this is what I do: I freeze, stock-still because it takes

so much energy to steer my thoughts into something bearable, and I forget the basics of
locomotion.
This weekend it is Valentine’s Day and our classmates are in a flutter of anticipation. The
Auvailable girls, ourselves excluded, fret and wonder if the mawkish boys they know will
ask them out, last-minute, in an artfully flippant text or meandering stream of late night
Instant Messages. The Taken daydream about their boyfriends with renewed fervour.
Their ponytailed heads tilt like flowers dense with nectar. Faces pressed to palms during
the mid-afternoon period, Geography or English Lit, nothing learnt, eyes blinking so
slowly as if to close, with a sticky, sugar-glazed sheen to the lids. This peripheral increase
in oily complexions is something Circe has also noticed, florid smatterings of acne across
the flushed cheeks of the Taken.

Taken girls have the following other unmistakable characteristics: they wander
about dazed, inattentive, in the always-throes of their rapture; they insert their boyfriend’s
names, or the prefix “my boyfriend”, anywhere in conversation. Before assembly and after
school they clump together and compare relationships. They let out a smug, secret sort of
giggle, a tribal sound of a particular frequency that only their own kind can decode and
appreciate. It irritates the ears of everyone else. Even the teachers and cleaning ladies whip
their heads around in barely concealed annoyance.

Sarah Choo is the worst. From what I've heard she’s been with her boyfriend for a
month. They met at church. She can’t stop talking about him. She puts her hand over her

mouth and hunches her shoulders up, like a bad actress playing the part of Giggling
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Schoolgirl. Circe rolls her eyes at me, and I shrug. Overheard phrases: ‘how far),
‘everything but’, ‘not yet’, ‘we agreed on soon. Very soon.” (Giggle.)

At recess time the line for the drinks stall is slow and snaking. I rattle my small
change in my pocket. The coins feel sweaty and meager in my palm. The girl in front of
me keeps bringing her bracelet up to her face and biting the star-shaped charms on its
chain.

“You can just smell the hormones. It’s disgusting,” Circe mutters behind me.

‘Everyone’s so horny it makes me sick,’ I reply, lowering my voice at “horny”.

The girl in front of us glances back with a slight frown.

‘On Valentine’s evening that’s when everyone humps like dogs,” Circe continues, in
a ribald whisper. ‘That’s when Sarah Choo will cook up excuses to go over to her
boytriend’s house. He will make sure his parents are out for dinner, so they can be as loud
as they like. I bet she has some special panties she’s saving-

‘Ugh, stop it.’

‘Frilly, fuchsia. Like a cliche.’

You're disgusting,’

‘Leopard print pink,” Circe says, but she’s already losing interest in this routine, so
clearly inspired by the bawdy, goading frat boys in the teen movies we've been watching.
If high school in America is exactly like American Pie then everyone is obsessed by sex,
thinking about it maniacally, breathing it, dreaming it, bragging and plotting and
speculating endlessly. The boys all have perfect teeth and chiseled jaw-lines. They fist-
pump each other and whoop almost like they mean it. The girls flaunt tanned abs and
honey-coloured highlights, and proffer an endless supply of double entendres and witty
comebacks. Everyone seems to have an expert grasp on the performatives of teen hood
better than we. It’s depressing.

We turn to look at Sarah Choo, who is settling down with a tray at a crowded
table nearby. We take in her thick ankles offset by that Buffy-the-Vampire-Slayer button
nose. We try to picture the fabled boyfriend. Is he a big fan of Bufty? Does she drive him
crazy? Neither of us says a word but I can tell we are thinking the same thing: whar has
she got that I haven’t, (besides that nose)? Simultaneously: what is wrong with me? Both of
us know that the answers to these questions, if they exist, aren’t quantifiable.

Circe and I have never had boyfriends, have never had to construct elaborate ploys

or rickety alibis to be alone with somebody in some shuttered place where we shouldn’t
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be. Circe’s parents only pay minimal attention to her and I would be touched if my one
remaining parent made such a socialised assumption of me.

Circe told me she exchanged a couple of clumsy kisses with two underwhelming
boys, one a year younger and the other the same age as us. She no longer talks to either;
the kisses and fumbles took place within the pockets of two dreamlike afternoons. By six
pm and the exeunt hiss of the 177 bus, all associations had ended.

‘One of them smoked, she said. ‘He tasted like lung disease.” I winced at her
choice of words.

She met the boys in the dingy pool hall by Peninsula Plaza and on floor 2 of
Multileisure Arcade respectively. I am 70% sure these boys exist. Like amateur
criminologists, we have revisited the scenes of passion, scoping the gel-haired ah bengs
out in a manner that we hope appears insouciant and charming, two intrepid French
coquettes imported straight out of a Goddard movie, instead of a pair of Singaporean
convent schoolgirls with sweat patches on the backs of our uniforms, and rings around
our ankles from scratchy socks. The arcade smells of vomited popcorn butter and toilet
bleach. Seduction Tactic: we balance our spines against stained, sticky walls, breathing
slowly, taking every single thing in. Isn’t this the mating-call of seaweed, of anemones?
No response, not even one glance at our chests or faces. No signs of feeling life; just the
whirring of ventilators, the rattle spin of a cue. I try the charm machine twice, can’t win. I
am a girl-ghost, an imitation of what a girl should be.

‘There was something in the air, last summer, for me, and now I'm sixteen, and
over the hill. Past it, Circe says, joking in that half-gauche, half-worldly way of hers that,
when I attempt it, only comes off as overly somber.

She calls it her Summer of Love. At the time I thought, I don’t know how much
she can claim to know about love. But I can’t say I know any better. I am vague about my
experiences. I told Circe I kissed a boy over the Christmas holidays, a visiting Indonesian,
a friend of a friend. She’s never pressed me further (what other friend? For example)
maybe out of courtesy. All the same, I told her he was very rich and very quiet. Oil,
jewels. I said he complained that the great Sumatran haze that is still clearing from our
shores clogged up his lungs and made him spit blood in his sleep. I knew that was a bit of
a stretch, but Circe has never caught me out. If pressed I am prepared to mention some
grave diagnosis, the smoke and copper tang of his tongue probing my teeth. And it’s the
truth, if I think very hard I can sense that phantom-kiss, the wet and reach of it.

Some days he is eighteen. On other days, an unimaginable twenty-three. He is
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taller than me, smooth nape of a neck to tuck my worrying head in. I modeled his face
after Benson Chen, one of the Star Search semi-finalists perpetually on television,
hawking skincare. Benson Chen is pale as a snowskin mooncake, and equally as
translucent. He has long, dark hair spiked up like cake icing around his gamine features.
Circe knows I've got a crush on him. What I never mention is how much he reminds me
of her brother.

Leslie Low is two years older than us, which means that after he sits for his A
Level exams he will get conscripted for National Service. It is hard to imagine Leslie in
army fatigues with a shorn head, wielding an assault rifle. Leslie never seems to leave his
room within the Lows’ spacious, parquet-floored villa. He is like a stalemate chess piece.
He mumbles in his own lonely-boy language. I have run into him by the winding staircase
four times.

Circe guards Leslie like a dagger. He calls her Sisi sometimes. Throwaway, but

some ancient in-joke. She always refers to him by his proper name, Leslie. When she
mentions him she bristles a little, with unmistakeable pride.
The two pathologically prettiest girls of our level float by the canteen. Trissy and Meixi
are their names. Everyone else screeches across that newly retiled stretch of floor, but
their white canvas shoes make no sound at all. The mid-morning light casts their long,
smooth braids in a glow, graces their figure skater shoulders. I cannot imagine them
growing old, or any better looking. There is no limit to this soft sort of envy; it makes a
wistful, gawping owl of me. I crane my neck to watch them leave.

Trissy and Meixi have nineteen-year old boyfriends: handsome twins. Neither of
the girls are virgins. In the Convent of the Eternally Blessed of Whampoa Methodist,
news like this doesn’t just rustle down the grapevine. What we have in place is a virile
beanstalk, all errant stems and curling leaves. It’s impossible to ignore the whispered-
down stories.

Trissy resembles a sexy Korean actress. She has a face that looks both knowing
and like she doesn’t care about anyone or anything. Sometimes I think that she can tap
into whatever power my Aunt Yunxi has access to, only Trissy is instead some kind of
social, cool-girl psychic. Fierce, kinetic secrets spark and spread from her like wildfire.

Lee Meixi has legs that go on and on, and a heart-shaped face made for admiring.
I have never seen her sweat. I have never seen her look anything besides serene. What goes

on in there? Something, her eyes say. But you’re not good enough to hear it. Beauty is an
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armour. For as long as I've known, my mother acted invincible because of it.

My mother and I watched a movie called 7he Bride With White Hair on TV once,

when I was about eight or nine. In the film, a gentle, gorgeous woman gets falsely
accused of killing people and her lover turns against her. Lin Ching Hsia who has
impeccably outraged eyebrows and a beautiful cleft chin plays her. When she gets
wronged and rejected she becomes so mad that her hair turns Marilyn-platinum and very
long. She looks amazing in her new incarnation; “murderous” is a mode most becoming
of her. She goes on a rampage. The clang of swords, the swish and grunts of
choreographed fighting. I remember little else about what happens in the movie, except
my mother clutching my arm until her nails dug in, leaving bloodied crescents on my
skin. She was quivering. Her jaw was set, mouth pursed. Her eyes watered slightly, as if
allergic to what she was seeing. I remember being scared to know exactly what was going
through her mind, but being able to guess, even at that age, what she must have felt like
to see another much more famous, beautiful monster raging havoc across the screen.
I leave for home at that point of the day when I don’t have any choice left. Remedial
classes are over. Circe is busy with choir practice. Two terms in, she’s gotten more
involved with her choral section. She drops the names of the girls she sings with casually:
Rong En and Angela. I know of them but I don’t know them. Late afternoon, the
workday ending, cars pull out of the curved road. The concourse is almost cleared and the
security guard at the gate gives me a disgruntled nod as I finally leave.

Walking home from the bus stop I feel like I have stones in my chest. I pull open
the rusty gate and it screeches like a small dinosaur. I drag my feet down the long
driveway. Just as I'm walking the sky darkens from milky brown into an inky blue gray,
with the flick of a switch. This city is so full of neon lights, beaming off the blocks of
HDB flats, the high-rise office buildings. You can’t see the stars, too much glare. I have
never experienced proper night time, never left the country. The idea of a holiday is
foreign to me. Real skies are the stuff of stock images: stars spread out in dizzying
constellations. None of that here. Too much artificial light.

I turn the key in the lock, into the entrance hall. Now that my mother is in the
hospital the house is even quieter. It’s not like she made much noise when she was awake
at home, but now it’s as if a muffler has been lifted and you can hear everything within
the walls. Pipes and plywood exposed, ugly old clanking. The lizards scamper behind the

plaster. They seem to come out more now that mother is away. Now they seem
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unabashed, unfraid.

I help Aunt Yunxi set up for an evening appointment. Today she is seeing a
woman whose child has a hole in her heart. I dust the altar. Everything must go in
precisely the spot my aunt dictates.

‘You look so unhappy,” Aunt Yunxi says to me. I put down a plate of betel nuts
and turn toward her. She’s just been meditating and looks drowsy. She’s been old for as
long as I can remember but now she is an ancient ruin. Her features are so wan and
crumpled. I wonder how many years it will take for my own face to fold this way.

She comes over and presses one cold finger under my right eye, gently. ‘You look
like you need more sleep. Don’t worry, ah girl. Why not have some fish soup? Auntie can
set up on her own.’

Tm okay,

It’s hard to see your mother like this,” Aunt Yunxi continues. ‘For me, too. A long
time ago, I told her it was bad luck to put on white clothes and act like a bad thing. And
now what.” She stops talking and exhales sharply.

‘Now what?’ I ask. ‘Will she get better? Can you divine it” I sound like one of her
clients.

Aunt Yunxi takes my palm and squeezes it. Her hands feel dry and cold. I search
her eyes but she looks at my throat instead.

‘We can pray and wait, Szu.” she says in her plain, real voice. I can’t force things.’
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1976
AMISA
9.

It was her eighteenth birthday tomorrow and so what about it. When she arrived for work
at Paradise Theatre, she watched her manager Pok Hian strutting around instructing
everyone to call him Rocky. He was feeling especially brutish with his new name and
made her scrub a diahorrea-conquered toilet; she didn’t even get to catch the tail end of a
screening.

When Amisa got home that evening the woman who lived in the room beside her
had left her door open. Her name was Yunxi and it was impossible to place exactly how
old she was. She came from Fujian province, near the mountains, and had moved to
Singapore twenty years ago. They spoke in Mandarin. Yunxi had a thick Fujian Wuyi
accent that sounded so much better and more refined than Amisa’s, it was the way she
intonated. Her hair seemed to change colour; going from pitch black to peppered with
white and gray. On some days, Amisa thought she could pass for twenty-five. On other
days, she looked twice that age, and so hollow-eyed and exhausted that Amisa didn’t even
try to speak to her.

Yunxi was a slight, wiry woman who banged shut the kitchen cupboards and went
about her day in a buzz of energy. Although they had never explicitly discussed what it
was she did for a living, Amisa had heard the stream of mumbled male voices that filled
and left her room all night and into the early hours. Now Amisa was surprised to see
Yunxi lying prone on her hard wooden bed, with her grey blouse ridden up to expose a
strip of jaundiced, waistband-imprinted flesh, strangely obscene.

Tm not feeling well. I think I've been poisoned,” Yunxi said. ‘Food poisoning,” she
added. ‘Dirty meat. Old bones.’

‘Can I get you anything?’

TJust some tea.’

Amisa boiled some cheap black tea and brought it to Yunxi. She perched on the
edge of her bed because there was no other chair in the room. Amisa thought of Yunxi’s
visitors, the men who snuck in late at night. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for Yunxi
with her sunken cheeks and skinny arms, blowing the tea to cool it. Who knew what she
had been through?

‘How are you, Xiaofang? Yunxi asked her.

164



It’s my birthday tomorrow,” Amisa replied, eyeing up the small altar in the corner
of the room, which had a joss stick and a painted squatting figurine she didn’t recognise.

‘How old are you?’

‘Eighteen.’

You're just a kid,” Yunxi replied, and drank her tea. ‘You have so much ahead of
you, you won't even believe it.’

Two hours later, Yunxi had a visitor. Yunxi referred to the woman as her mother
to Amisa, but called her Laoshi to her face, in a deferential tone. The old woman had
only visited twice before, which led Amisa to think that Yunxi was suffering from
something serious; she wasn't the type of person to call for help otherwise. Laoshi wore
brown linen and a beleaguered expression, and was as wordless and shrunken as a dried
shiitake mushroom. She hunched by the stove boiling a bloom of sickly funguses and
thickly coiled black herbs.

‘Do you need help? Amisa asked.

Laoshi turned around. She smiled to reveal a set of small, perfect grayish teeth,
and shook her head. Amisa went back to her room to try and sleep between shifts. But
she kept hearing Yunxi’s hacking cough at intervals, and even after Laoshi had taken the
pot off the boil, the pungent medicine filled the narrow corridors, as cloying as paint
thinner, hard to place though definitely, disturbingly more animal than vegetable.

Hours later, Amisa woke for work. She shuffled out into the kitchen. She peered
into the pot and decided to wash it for Yunxi. She tipped it over the drain. The remaining
herbs clogged the drainhole and reminded her of gigantic strands of pubic hair.

‘Don’t do that- I was saving the herbs,” Yunxi said, in a broken voice. She rubbed
her eyes and came over to the sink. She wore a thin nightdress with yellowed stains all
over it. As Yunxi peered into the sink at the herbs, Amisa noticed the florid insect bites
and tracks of bruises down her arms.

‘Sorry, Amisa said. T had no idea. I was trying to help.” She tilted her chin out;
expecting the harshness of a rebuke, that familiar, accosting look her mother gave her
that indicated stupid behaviour was all but expected.

Instead Yunxi sniffed and shrugged at her. “That’s okay, thank you, Xiaofang.’

When she came home after her shift, Amisa found a bottle of plum wine outside
her door with a note wishing her happy birthday. She knew Yunxi would wave her away if
she thanked her. Alone in her narrow room, Amisa toasted the mirror with practiced

braggadocio, just like Amisha, the arch-browed bad girl from Lomari. Amisha strutted
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around in her sari unapologetically, refused to follow her father’s instructions, and stole
every musical number she participated in, finally eloping with the painfully handsome
stranger who turned out to be a crook, a scoundrel, a love rat. By the end, they had
stabbed each other and died. It was a huge flop but she loved it.

Amisa cocked an eyebrow seductively to no one, before she took a glug from the
glass. Even though it tasted disgusting, the wine was a still a gift, so she decided to finish
it all at once. She swigged straight from the neck like one of the weathered, nicotine-
stained gamblers who scared her on the way to work. It was her first time drinking a
whole bottle of alcohol. She was glad it was small. The burn and sickly sweetness almost
made her sick.

She lay back in bed and stared at the ceiling. The gray water stain above her bed
seemed to bloom and lengthen. Eighteen years. Childhood was this long, murky pool
that she had only just climbed out of. Her body still ached from the effort of escape, and
every day even from the first moment awake she already felt tired. She would send money
home when she had enough to go round. She would return to Kampong Mimpi Sedih to
visit one day and bring Didi back to Singapore with her. But so far she had been putting
off calling home. She had accomplished nothing yet, and it was easier for her family to
speculate in the silences. The distance between where she was and the glossy point where
she wanted to be stretched and stretched.

From the left wall came an insistent thudding. One of Yunxi’s clients. She had
thought Yunxi would be too ill to receive anyone. Amisa never caught the men coming
up the narrow stairs and entering the room beside her, never heard anything from Yunxi
herself, only the clients, who often sounded like they were sobbing, or trying to reason in
unintelligible dialects. Amisa couldn’t make out what languages they mumbled in, only
that the indistinct, pleading male voices brimmed with sadness and shame. She hadn’t
been with anyone since she moved to Singapore, and the hot moreish memory of body to
body that had so consumed her over the past few years had loosened its grip. If this was
what desire sounded like, she was happy not to reacquaint with it.

Still, when the men left, Amisa tried to catch a glimpse of them, even just their
backs. They retreated so quickly- doleful shadows trailing downstairs and out of the door,
swallowed whole by the muggy evening air. She sensed their weight and presence, heard
them, but never saw them. Sometimes she worried that they were a figment of her own
perverse imagination, or she wondered if Yunxi was actually alone in the room beside her,

rattling the wooden bed frame against the wall, bouncing on the creaky springs, playing
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garbled voices from a damaged tape recorder.

The next morning she wanted to die. She couldn’t imagine how old, frail men like
Ah Huat, her long-dead neighbour, had made a pleasure and a pastime out of heavy
drinking. Standing at the stall her chest hurt and her muscles tightened, as if the market
heat had crept inside her ribs and wrung her heart dry. Everything was unbearable. She
just had to try to keep on breathing. One breath at a time. That’s it. The smell of shellfish
made her so nauseous she wanted to retch.

‘What'’s wrong with you, ah girl? You're green in the face,” Mr. Lim chided. Mrs.
Lim looked up from the piles of cockles and tutted.

‘That won’t do. Look, why don’t you go home early,” she said.

Tm fine, Amisa replied, and put one gloved hand in front of her mouth as she
telt bile rising in her throat. Her head pulsed like there were worms thronging her brain,
threatening to push her filthy thoughts out of her ears.

“You look like you've seen a ghost,” Mrs. Lim said. ‘Go home, lah. Wait got your
germs go into the seafood. We will be fine on our own for the rest of the day. Get some
rest.

Amisa took the 985 back home instead of walking. Every time the red and white
bus went over a speed bump her head felt like it would explode. Amidst the tumult of her
hangover she felt the niggling heat of eyes on the back of her neck. She turned around
with a scowl.

‘Miss, are you okay?” a man asked in Mandarin. He stared from a row behind,
across the aisle, head cocked like a concerned Alsatian. It took her a second to recognise
that pockmarked face inscribed with rude lingering longing. The young man wore a
striped short-sleeved shirt with a crumpled collar, and chinos. He looked less ugly than
she remembered. His expression was softer, more lidded. Amisa glowered at him. She
wondered about the ponytailed girlfriend; it had been a while since they had come to the
theatre.

‘Sorry to disturb you, but you don’t look well, the man said. He seemed shy,
couldn’t hold her stare as he spoke. ‘This might be strange, but I remember you from the
Paradise Theatre. You work there, right?

She pressed her temple and considered telling him he was mistaken, but it would
be more of a hassle to deal with his protestations. They had crossed paths too many times

for any doubt about it.
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‘Do you need a doctor?” he tried again.

T feel fine,” she replied. She didn’t need help, and even if she did, it wouldn’t come
trom him. ‘This is my stop,” she said, glancing out of the window. ‘Nice to see you. Bye
bye.

She was about fifteen minutes from home but she could manage the walk, if that
would rid her of him. She stood and steadied herself on the metal bar of the seat, but
when she let go her legs crumpled with a speed that alarmed her. Her right kneecap hit
the floor and sharp pain sang. The man rose quickly and gently hoisted her up, hooking
her arms around his shoulders. She still couldn’t speak as the doors hissed open and he
helped her off the bus.

‘Let me walk you home, youre not well,” he said. It was around 7am and the sun
had just emerged, dominating the blunt gray clouds and jagged skyline. She said nothing
and leaned into his arm as they walked down the boulevard of HDB flats and a row of
tire shops, the coffee-and-crockery clatter and chatter of kopi tiams.

T still got time before work,” he explained. It’s along the way.’

‘Mm hm.

It’s nice to see you again.’

Yep.

At the overhead bridge, he turned to her and said, Tm Wei Loong, by the way.
What’s your name?’

‘Amisha,” she replied. The kohl-lined eyes of the girl in the movie swam behind
her own.

‘Amisa?

Yeah. Fine. Amisa,’ she said. It was easier to pronounce. If that dumb bastard
Pok Hian could rebrand himself, why couldn’t she do the same?

She spent the remainder of the walk in a dreamy, satisfied stupor, turning the
syllables over and over in her head. Amisa felt original. Amisa felt shiny. Her hangover
lifted itself above the scaffolding and dissolved into the crisp bright air. By the time they
reached her door she agreed to meet Wei Loong at the Kallang Theatre for a movie later

on.
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2003
SZU
10.

Time seems to pass in fits and starts. It breaks into a sprint before stumbling to a halt.
The first Wednesday in March is the day of our school excursion. I had to fill in a
depressing little consent form and get it signed by my aunt. It seems so ridiculous to me
that our level is still sent on school trips. Surely at sixteen we are too old to be packed into
a coach and given the morning to wander around an educational site with cartoonish signs
and an activity sheet.

Everyone knows Haw Par Villa. Everyone loved it once, but would never admit to
it. Most of us visited as children, keen and bug-eyed, back when it was a big deal, in the
early 90s. The brothers who owned Tiger Balm designed and built it. They had millions
to spare and so they decided to create a dream space. I first saw the photos of the newly
reopened grounds in the newspapers. The bright colours, the lacquered statues, a log
flume in the shape of a smiling dragon. I begged to go and eventually my father took me.
I was only six. It took a long drive to get there, about thirty-five minutes, which I
consider lengthy because Singapore is so small that you can walk from one end to another
in half a day.

Haw Par Villa was shrouded in trees with its spires sticking out, like a badly kept
secret. The entrance was gleaming and gigantic. I held my father’s hand as we walked up
to it. The gateway was an elegant pagoda, painted in orange and red and dark grey. I was
glad my mother had stayed at home, although I didn’t say so. I could imagine her calling
the place tacky, bringing up some other park in some other city that she’d maybe been to
as a young actress. If she came out that day she would have been wearing a scarf, a hat and
sunglasses, and cooling her night-creamed face with a paper fan.

There were a few other families milling peacefully, but the place wasn't too
crowded. The paint on the lacquered wood still smelt new.

‘Don’t breathe in too much, Little Bunny.” my father had said. His old nickname
tor me, derived from the White Rabbit Creamy Candy that I used to love: cream, blue
and red wrapper. ‘The fumes give you brain damage.’

The fresh paint on the scalloped walls and engravings gleamed, highlighter-

luminous in the afternoon light. At the centre of the gate was a roaring lion. Even the
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ground seemed to shine. Later on my father bought me a stuffed toy, a small tiger with a
pink tongue. I think I left it on the bench of an MRT station or on the back of a bus, at
some drowsy point over the years. From time to time I wonder where it is.

Now the coach pulls up in the car park with a hiss and our class files out of it. A
cluster of clouds shift to reveal the sun, which renews its scorching and makes the ground
blind-white. I drag my shoes along the concrete. My throat feels so dry. I haven’t been
able to form sentences all day.

I stand to one side as Trissy and Weili, the swim stars, stride before me toward
the park entrance. I look at their tanned, shapely legs, immune to mosquito bites. I
marvel for a split-second at the unfairness of genetics, mysterious sets of DNA coiling
and cohering into life sentences: You will be plain. You will be beautiful. You will repulse
mosquitoes. You will have an iron gut. You will be sickened by crabmeat.

Circe takes my arm and pulls me along, and I allow her to steer me toward the
park. The once-grand gate looks small and shabby. The paint has faded and flaked away
in unpleasing shapes. The avenue the entrance opens out into is broad but flanked by
green dust bins and half-dead patches of grass. Everywhere, the chirrup of crickets and
the low machine-hum of power generators. There is no one else around in this sad, shitty
place.

‘No one stray too far off, Mrs. Tay says. She is a youngish new mother with
bushy brows and dark bags under her eyes.

We file off in pairs. Circe keeps on making sarcastic comments about the
figurines scattered around the park in half-neglected dioramas, reenacting morality tales,
Chinese legends. 1 half-listen. I can tell that Circe is enjoying herself, despite her
protestations.

Twenty minutes later Mrs. Tay comes to find me by the pagodas. She advances
with such severity and purpose that my first instinct is to flee, but she locks my gaze. She
has her Nokia clasped in one hand. She is frowning.

‘Circe, do you mind giving Szu and I a moment?’

Circe and I exchange a look but she does what she is told and steps aside to stare
at a plaster statue of a mermaid with her arms thrown up in the air. The sun moves
behind a veil of viscous white clouds. I feel faint and a little cold. I narrow my eyes to try
and focus on Mrs. Tay.

‘Szu, I'm afraid I've received a phone call,’ Mrs. Tay says. It’s about your mother.’

I feel like someone on a television show. This is a scene I have watched unfold
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many times before in Channel 8 drama serials. I'm playing the part of the young girl with
the quivering mouth and the eyes already welling up with tears. My face feels hot and
unreal yet my hands are freezing.

“Your aunt just called to tell me. Your mother has passed away. I am so sorry.’
Mrs. Tay says.

It occurs to me right then that when people say ‘passed away’ it implies that we
have just missed them. As if they passed by on their way to another errand.

Mrs. Tay keeps her voice flat and calm but I can see that she is trying to control
her expression. She wants to scrunch her features up. Pity is upsetting. For a moment I
teel more sorry for her than she must do for me.

I keep staring at her, in that bovine, blank way that I know usually irritates other
teachers, but Mrs. Tay’s gaze remains soft. I feel a mosquito land on my right arm. Its
snout pierces my epidermis and sucks my rare Type AB blood out. All of a sudden I can
hear every cricket in the park, little green bodies hiding amongst the reeds and in the
crevices of the gaudy, plastered statues.

T am so sorry, Mrs. Tay repeats, and I can tell she really means it. ‘You poor girl.’
She shakes her head and comes over to me, pulls me close for a hug. I wilt like a soggy
cabbage. I stare at Circe over Mrs. Tay’s shoulder. Circe’s mouth hangs open and her
hand rises up and lands at the base of her throat.

‘Do you want to call your aunt back?” Mrs. Tay says. She releases me and my arms
tlop to my sides. I shake my head at her.

‘Um, no, it’s fine, please, no, it’s fine.” I finally reply, and scratch my neck as I
lower my head. I don’t want to look at her. The floor is turquoise with a pattern of swirls,
an imitation of the ocean, only the cracks have gathered so much dirt over the years that
the surface seems muddied.

‘When did it happen?’

‘Forty minutes ago.’

Why did the news take so long to reach me? What timing is normal? How am I
supposed to know what to do a) now and b) ever? One hour ago we were boarding the
huffing bus and I had one foot on the step. I was thinking of why some steps are built so
much broader and harder to climb than others. I was also thinking of my mother lying in
the hospital bed. I had started to picture her perpetually, habitually, that image of her
waxy, sleeping face stuck fast to the back of my mind like a fly poster. I made a list of

possibilities:
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. Maybe my mother is one day from getting much better, and when I see
her tomorrow she will be sat up in bed. She can be healthy and bitchy again. Maybe she
will snap at me as she applies rouge to her cheeks. Maybe she will demand a cigarette and
for me to fetch the younger doctor, Dr. Ngoi, with the chubby char siu bao face, and the
eunuch voice.

. Maybe my mother will slip into a coma, and come out infirm, vegetative.
And then I could spend the rest of my life taking care of her, being so admirably nice.

. Maybe she will really go (and to where, or nowhere, I do not know.) But
only some time in the future, after we've grown close and entered into the realm of

moving conversations, parting pearls of wisdom. Love in spades and blankets, easy love.

My fantasies were similar to how they had been, even before she fell ill. I hadn’t sensed
anything different. I hadn’t paid enough attention, or I would have known.

‘You are free to go if you need to, Szu,” Mrs. Tay says. I shake my head.

Tm fine, I say. Td like to stay here but I need to be on my own.’

‘Of course,’

I feel trite tears welling up. I try to think of my eyes as small basins, holding water
in.

‘CanIgo?

Yes, but I might come to check up on you. If your Aunt Yunxi wants you to go
to her, I'll let you know. But for now you take your own time. Just as long as we
reassemble by the main gates in two hours. Are you okay? She reaches into her bag,
brings out a tissue packet.

I take it from her. The packet has a design of a small yellow bear holding up a
balloon on one side, and the plastic is all crumpled from days in Mrs. Tay’s bag. The bear
makes me want to cry.

‘May I go”

Yes, Szu, of course.

I march off as quickly as I can, past Circe who starts to follow me but I shake my
head and put out my arm like I'm holding a sword in a samurai film, tilting the hilt
downward, elegantly. Last week Circe and I tried to watch Rashomon because
sophisticated film buffs seem to love it, but we ended up snoring on the sofa instead. I
remember the samurai in the film, so strong and stoic. So I pretend I am a stalwart

Japanese warrior and keep on walking.
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I go past the figure of the crab with a man’s head and past the sculpture of a
village at work; figures toiling, wielding sickles and balancing bamboo sticks across their
peeling plaster backs. I walk further and further into the park, away from everybody, until
I arrive at a cave flanked by two figures of a bull and a horse, both dressed in finery for
battle; chain armour and bold turquoise-trimmed robes, boots for their hooves, clutching
sceptres. I'm out of breath even though I hadn’t been going that quickly. My inhales are
rapid and ragged.

The Chinese sign above the figures reads: THE TEN COURTS OF HELL.

I've been here before. Seeing that dead-eyed horse stirs up the faint embers of
memory. The cave entrance looks so much smaller and shabbier than I remembered.
Why do the dimensions of real life always disappoint me?

My father was standing right over there, eyes downcast, forehead furrowed grey.

He looked deeply sad and angry at the same time. Like a man that had just been slapped
with a prison sentence. There was so much depth in his face it was like staring into a
chasm. I remember thinking: is this what adults do, brew their frustrations inside their
heads? Does anger charge up like batteries? Later that night, my parents mumbled like
thunder, and one of them knocked a pot of puer tea off the table and it shattered.
Sometimes I wished I were blind and deaf. Maybe six was the year that unhappiness
started to cluster like spores of mold in our household. Maybe I'm just speculating. I
plugged my ears with my fingers and lay still as my parents clamoured next door. I longed
for a thick, soupy silence, calm walls behind which nothing hateful happened.
Circe finds me huddled in the Third Court of Hell, sitting beside a figurine getting his
heart pulled out by a man in a yellow mask. His small, pinched face has an expression of
quiet anguish, made even sadder by the paint peeling off in flecks giving the illusion of a
skin condition. She comes across me with my mouth slightly ajar, like a frog catching
tlies, and my eyes glazed and watery. It is humid in the cave, and its interior seems to
stretch on and on, illuminated by orange, low-wattage bulbs. There are even more
mosquitoes in here and they bite me in awkward places, the fold of skin behind the knee,
the shin.

‘Hey,” Circe says, and sits down beside me. Water drips off the cave ceiling and
onto the crown of my head.

‘Are you okay? she asks. I don’t say anything, just pick at a scab on my knee and

offer her a small smile.
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I hope that she cannot see, in the dim orange light, that I have been crying. Circe
looks unsure of herself, she doesn’t seem to know what to do with her hands. She looks so
much younger when her face isn’t contorted into a sardonic sneer. She could be thirteen.
Maybe it is the lighting, but her eyes are slightly pink. Perhaps she, too, has been crying.

‘Mirs. Tay told me to look for you, and of course now everyone else knows,” she
says, staring into her lap.

‘That sucks.’

T know,’

I let out a long sigh. The thought of mumbled condolences and forced smiles
makes me so tired. Even Trissy Kwok and Lee Meixi possess the capacity to turn
suddenly, and fashionably, feeling. I dread the soft focus of their empathy, the awkwardly
kind gestures that will fade once the tragedy isn’t fresh.

I've seen this happen before, with Nancy Lau, the girl with severe eczema who
everyone ceased to tease for the brief few weeks after her grandmother passed away.
During that time Nancy was treated to warm smiles at recess, shared textbooks,
invitations to Lido, until the unexpected morning that Trissy and Meixi resumed calling
her “Lizard Legs” during P.E, chanting it with increasing speed. This was their
declaration that her period of respectful mourning was over and they were done with
teeling sorry. Nancy slinked away from the netball line. Mr. Toh, the P.E. Teacher,
picked me to fetch her. Nancy had hidden out under the farthest rain tree, where she
hugged her bare, shamed legs and cried like a baby. I brought her a tissue but she waved
me away, infuriated by my fellow pariah’s pity.

T don’t want to go out there, I say.

‘Don’t worry, we don’t have to,” Circe replies, and glances at her watch. It is a
glow-in-the-dark Swatch and I have often envied it. It is not something my mother or
Aunt Yunxi would allow me to.

‘We've got until 4:30. It’s just past 3 now. Plenty of time.’

‘Good, I'say. I don’t know how to tell her that I want to be on my own, and even
then, the impulse changes from moment to moment. A drop of water falls off the ceiling
and on to my bare arm.

“This place is just as weird as I remembered it,” Circe says. ‘Leslie and I played hide
and seek here, once, when we were kids. I fell and scratched my knee. There was a man
with claws for hands and like, a globe strapped to his back. That gave me nightmares.’

‘Who even comes here?” I look at the display in front of us, the painted figures
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with their suffering faces— pulled black commas for eyebrows, downward jellybean-
shaped mouths. A demon with gaudy yellow hair grips the sides of a man’s chest and rips
it apart. The man’s shiny little organs threaten to tumble out of his stomach. I read the

sign:

CRIME:

Ungratefulness

Disrespect of Elders

Prison escape

Drug addicts and Traffickers
Tomb Raiders
PUNISHMENT:

Heart cut out

Tied to red hot copper pillar and grilled

‘Which would you rather? Circe asks. ‘To have your heart cut out, or to be
grilled?

‘Heart cut out.’

Yeah, it’s more poetic. Who wants to be grilled? Like a sofong or piece of
chicken? No dignity,” Circe says, and laughs, but there is something forced in it.

A chill enters the cave, long shadows flicker over the entrance. We can hear some
other girls coming up. Whispers. The shuffling of canvas shoes. A peal of laughter echoes
out, and then it ceases, like an audio file that has cut out. We wait. After a few moments
they go away, but now the cave seems darker than before and the figures being tortured
seem a little more lifelike, as if they might actually move when we aren’t paying attention.
I'look down at my hands. I can almost see the energy flowing out of me like a cartoon life
force, something to pillage a planet for, a glowing green substance that evaporates into
the stupetying air.

‘Um, Szu? Circe says. Don’t you have to go? To see Aunt Yunxi, or to the
hospital, or wherever.’

‘No.

‘Are you sure you want to just sit here? I'll go with you, to the hospital- we've got
permission.’

T don’t know. No.” I can feel the tears welling up again and making the sight of
my hands blurred and misty. My tears keep falling into my palms, hot fat drops that I can

tell alarm Circe just as much as they embarrass me.

175



It is so exposing and unpleasant to be watched crying. Even babies bawling on
public transport know this, which is why they always look so stricken.

Tm sorry,” Circe continues. ‘Look, I'm really sorry, Szu.” She pats me on the back,
gingerly. Her bony hand taps in time to my sniffles. Like Mrs. Tay, she’s trying. I'm not
used to all this effort made around me. The spotlight is unnerving. I can tell from Circe’s
strained posture and her Serious Voice, which is so different to her normal one that she is
out of her depth as well. It feels like we are acting but we don’t know our lines.

T teel so—" I gulp.

So?”

‘I- I don’t know. Like I want to vomit.’

‘Are you okay? Do you want me to get you some water?”

‘No.”

‘Aw man. Look, do you want to get out of here? Miss Tay said you could go.’

‘No. I kind of- I kind of like it in here,’ I say. T don’t really want to leave.” The last
thing I want to do right now is to see my mother’s body laid out clear and plain for all it
finally is: a body. It’s both too much and too obvious.

‘Okay,” Circe says.

‘Okay.’

‘Hey, you know what?’

‘What.’

T'm kind of in shock too, you know. Your mom and I were never cl-*

I put my hands up over my face and that seems to stop her.

‘Sorry,” Circe says in a small voice.

You don’t need to keep saying it,’ I reply, even though I feel a knot of anger
gathering in the back of my gullet, like a fur ball or the beginnings of a sore throat. After
all, right until the end Circe had made such a joke out of the hospital visits: the Land of
No Hope. She was right, there had been no hope, but she shouldn’t have kept on
reminding me.

Hours pass, or what feels like hours. There is something comforting about the
boredom, something novel about the silence. Usually we prattle non-stop. Instead we just
sit there as if we have known each other for decades, and not just since the start of the
year. I feel this grand exhaustion in the tightness of my throat and in my joints: now that
my mother has died I have aged irreversibly over a single afternoon. The distance between

now and before seems to stretch into infinity. There is so much I have left to say to her. I
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think of the last few frenzied, other-peopled months that got in the way of me and her
and Aunt Yunxi. I think of the oncologist with his clipboard and the radiologist with the
painted nude nails and the jaw specialist with the soothing voice— they had indicated to
Yunxi and me any day now with every flicker of expression, every glance in the other
direction.

We sit there until our bums are sore from the ledge and the mosquitoes have
bitten each of us twenty times. And then we hear Mrs. Tay and Mrs. Yeo calling for us.
As we walk to the coach Circe links her arm in mine. I lean into her, stooping slightly to
accommodate our difference in height. Everyone is watching but they make no snide
remarks this time. I feel like a shamed celebrity. I feel like 'm walking down an aisle or a
gangplank.

When I get home it is a quarter to five and shadows dapple the bright sunlight on the
kitchen table. Aunt Yunxi is out. She’s left me a hastily-scrawled note in Chinese: Sez#/ing
things. There’s soup in the fridge.

The soup lies in a blue china bowl covered in cling film. The fat and oil has
congealed into a thin, murky scum over its surface. I know for a fact that Aunt Yunxi
slow-boiled this fungus soup two days ago. It stank up the kitchen with an odour like arm
pits and expired chicken. Could it be said that this soup that smells like death has outlived
my mother? Things look just the same as they did yesterday. Every object in here seems
dishonest in its fixity. The house has the static air of a furniture showroom after hours. As
if the walls are made of plywood and everything is held in place by scotch-tape and safety
pins.

The water in the fish tank needs changing; it has turned sickly green and a dark
sludge had started to form along the glass. The moldy damp aquarium smell puts me off
tood, even though my stomach is rumbling. I suck in and shudder. Three saddle-grunts
with their yellow scales and cold, unquestioning eyes continue their perpetual loop from
one side of the tank to the other in languid synchronicity. My favourite, the milkfish that
I'd thought was dying over six months ago, is still going strong. I had been wrong about
him. The milkfish has grown new, shimmering scales over the fissures in his side and he
avoids my gaze with his flat impersonal fish eyes. In the brief time between my
pronouncement that he was doomed and today I think of some of the things that have
happened.

Last week it rained so heavily that the huge monsoon drain on the main road
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overflowed and a tree broke and fell half way across, a long, peeling trunk sticking out of
inches of rainwater so muddy it looked like gallons of Milo. Traffic was congested for
ages, cars marooned on the wide, sloshing roads. For seven days I had weak sleep, empty
of dreams.

Last month the Sumatran haze came back and the Pollutant Standard Index
measured above 150, but instead of panicking and keeping their children indoors everyone
just grumbled, because it had happened so many times before. I coughed up a giant ball
of phlegm the size and color of a baby chick.

Earlier this year, just after my birthday in January I made a best friend and she
talks a lot. Circe can be bossy and really irritating but I am grateful for her. Aunt Yunxi
lost two clients because a reporter from the New Paper came to see her and accused her
of being a scam medium. The annual Star Search competition happened and I didn’t
follow it. A new shopping arcade went up on Orchard Road called The Hive. A fire
broke out in a shophouse three streets away and one month later the Urban
Redevelopment Authority tore it down.

It was only ten months ago that my mother first went to the doctor. It wasn’t her
hacking, smoker’s cough or perpetual tiredness that drove her there. Much like her
tunctional alcoholism, those things had been constants for many years. But her shoulders
had started to hurt so much that some nights she couldn’t sleep. She said it felt like a
cast-iron hanger bearing down on her nerves. Her groans, which I heard through the
paper-thin walls that separate our bedrooms, made me wince. She put the pain down to
the exhaustion of being a spirit medium, channeling or appearing to channel the harsh,
reticent voices of the dead. One day, her right eyelid started to droop and would not
reopen to its normal shape. I would never have dared to tell her she looked kind of funny;
that now there was something loopy about her beauty. She went to the polyclinic
expecting to be referred to a cosmetic surgeon, but instead she had one doctor referring
her to another, and finally another, gathering opinions. A specialist with a dyed red
chignon and a consultant so old he resembled a carp with whiskers and an oncologist who
looked worryingly young, as if fresh out of NUS med school with acne battle scars across
his cheeks and a prominent adam’s apple. They recited these labels that meant nothing to
her: ptosis, miosis, presentations of Horner’s Syndrome. Pancoast syndrome, eventual
parasthesias. They showed her the brocolli-bloom x-ray of her lungs where, at the top of
the right slide was a gray shadow, so faint that we had to squint.

‘Are you sure it’s there?” my mother asked the radiologist with a voice both
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plaintive and angry. He didn’t even nod. I looked away and at my Aunt Yunxi instead.
She was staring out of the window with a glaze in her eyes, fixed upon the car park and
the rain trees. She had the same expression she took on during a séance, when she was
trying to make urgent contact beyond the room. Was she wondering why she hadn’t
sensed something was wrong? I thought of Aunt Yunxi pressing her palms on the bowed
backs of clients, on a hopeful head, but this clinically well-lit room did not seem to hold
the promise of such healing.

We thought it was just one lawless tumour but the problem was bigger than that,
and it moved with such vicious speed. My mother was a semi-famous monster and I
thought she’d live forever. Could I have warned her months, years, a decade earlier? Could
I have had the foresight to tell her: stop living complacently? Did I have the guts to phrase
it, and would she have listened?

I am sixteen and a half and beginning to realise that life sometimes happens like
this: quickly, with no further allowances. You think you have decades ahead of you and all

of a sudden there is no time left.
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11.
AMISA
1977

Six months after they started courting, Wei Loong took Amisa to the Satay Club. While
he went to order she sat on a wooden bench overlooking the river and stared out at the
water, dark as oil. Her arms and legs ached. It wasn't just the long shifts at work;
increasingly, she found it draining being around other people all day. To think that she
had grown up in a crowded kampong and now the only serenity she felt was in a darkened
theatre. She was only nineteen. With age, would her misanthropy only worsen like a
chronic condition? She felt separate yet shamefully alike the other girls sat on adjacent
benches waiting for their beaus, smoothing out their skirts, adjusting the buckles on their
patent shoes.

Wei Loong came over with a paper plate piled with satay. Amisa took a stick and
tore a nub of burnt mutton off with her teeth. She chewed with cowboy consternation.
Smoke from the charcoal grilles wafted over.

‘Did you call home this week?’

She wiped grease from her lips. Yeah, Didi wasn’t around. The Auntie down the
road taught my Jie how to make kueh tutus and now she’s obsessed. She can’t stop
making them. My second brother has a girlfriend. Everyone else is the same.” In truth, Jie
was the only one she spoke to. Her parents hardly ever came to the phone, and when they
did, the conversations were stilted and brief. She had a lingering, guilt-borne worry that
they would ask about the bangle she had stolen.

‘And what about you? she asked. ‘Have you heard back?”

Wei Loong shrugged. You know how my brothers are,” he said, even though
she’d never met them. ‘Ah goons and ah sengs, all of them. Only want to borrow money,
now that Ah Luat gave me promotion.’

‘Money then talk,” Amisa said. She felt full now, and a little nauseous. She moved
her tongue around the inside of her mouth and dislodged a piece of gristle from her left
molar. She didn’t want to appear unladylike so she swallowed it.

Later in bed, Wei Loong twirled her hair in his hand. She fidgeted out of his grasp before
leaning back against him. There was a very tall, ancient ficus tree that she could see from

his sixth-storey window. At ten p.m its long branches were backlit by the amber squares
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and punctuations of people at home. The tree was considered sacred, with a shrine
underneath its boughs. She liked the look of it, grand and incongruous against the skyline
of scaffold and construction cranes.

‘Move in with me, Amisa.” Wei Loong mumbled into her hair. He said her name
like an exotic fruit. Sex cast a particularly soporific spell over him. He had the long, low
drawl of a sleep-talker.

‘May-be,’ she replied in a syrupy voice. Tm so tired. I can’t believe I got to get up
at three.

‘Quit the seafood stall.’

T can’t just do that,” she laughed.

Tcan’t, I can’t, I can’t, he mimicked.

She laughed, a little less enthusiastically this time, still staring out of the window.
She heard him draw his breath.

‘Marry me.” he said.

Amisa turned toward Wei Loong. He was serious. She took in his softened eyes
with their deep epicanthal folds, his pockmarks and sharp nose. He was so good to her
that it felt traitorous to recall her initial repulsion. She pressed her mouth against his in
intimate panic. He put his arms around her, tilting her fully toward him, and reached for
her breasts. She felt his tongue part her lips and slide around, this fat tender worm
stubbed to a stem. She thought of Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman with their
close-lipped kisses, crisp shifting profiles, the epic idea of epic romance. And then,
incongruously, she pictured her own mother back in their dingy, herb-scattered kitchen,

wondering about what disrespectable deed her daughter was up to, if she even wondered

at all.
The next afternoon there was a fire scare at the cinema and it had to be evacuated.
Besides the time she had fallen ill after her birthday, Amisa was never free at this hour. As
she walked home, she jangled her keys in her dusty pocket, light on her tired feet. Outside
her house, she saw a middle-aged woman standing on the street. The woman clutched a
young boy by the shoulders. They stood apart when Amisa neared. The boy looked about
eleven, knock-kneed and with a pale, rabbity countenance and a chapped mouth.

‘Excuse me, the woman called out, as Amisa reached her front door. ‘Does Datuk
Aunt Yunxi live here? Is this the right address”

She showed Amisa a piece of paper. Amisa nodded.
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Yes. Are you her family” She studied the woman’s wan face. She bore no
resemblance to Yunxi.

‘Oh, no,” the woman replied. Tve come to consult her, about my son.” The boy
stared at the ground.

‘Unm, sure, I'll show you in,” Amisa replied. She frowned as she led the visitors up
the narrow stairs, floorboards creaking in protest at the footfalls behind her.

At the top floor she showed the woman and boy into the kitchen. They waited
gingerly by the hanging wok and a garland of onions.

Just give me a second,” Amisa said. She stood outside Yunxi’s door and leaned in.
She heard a mournful, gravelley-chanting coming from inside the room. It frightened
her.

“Yunxi? Some- people are here to see you.’

The chanting stopped. When Yunxi answered the door she was wearing a dark
grey samfoo fastened by toggles. Her face was flushed and full of deepened lines that
Amisa hadn’t noticed so clearly before.

Yes, of course. Please show them in,’ Yunxi said, her voice echoing out into the
cramped landing. Her Chinese intonations sounded almost oratorical.

Amisa went back into the kitchen and ushered the woman and boy toward Yunxi’s
room. The woman shut the door behind the boy. Amisa poured herself a glass of water
and gulped it quickly. She wasn’t hungry, just sleepy, as usual. She was taking a break
trom Wei Loong this evening. Bethrothal felt like a strain in the arms. What did it really
mean: to be engaged? She walked over to her room and shut the door. Lying in her tiny
bed in half a daydream and dirty clothes was her favourite thing to do. The pictures
behind her eyelids were infinitely better than the cobwebs across the beams of the ceiling
or the sooty shutters. She listened out but could hear nothing through the walls.

Her thoughts drifted to a bow-tied blouse, mauve-coloured and made of silk, that
she had seen an elegant woman wearing on Havelock Road. The woman’s hair was flipped
out at the corners. Amisa imagined being that woman, getting into a yellow-top taxi with
a casual, priveleged grace- one stockinged leg piled delicately after the other.

After an hour the door beside her opened. Amisa kept her eyes shut but her ears
peeled.

‘Goodbye Laoshi,” the boy said meekly, his voice cracking. Perhaps he too was
older than she thought.

‘Thank you, thank you,” the woman said in Hokkien.
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After they had gone down the stairs Amisa couldn’t take it any longer. She got up
and peered around the corner into the kitchen. Yunxi was taking down the wok.

‘Hello! I don’t usually see you home at this time,” Yunxi said in her ordinary voice.

‘There was a fire scare.’

‘Ah. Of course. You are an Earth Dog, aren’t you?

‘Excuse me? Amisa asked, rubbing her eyes.

‘You are born in 1958, the year of the Earth Dog. Today is an unlucky day for
you.” Yunxi began chopping an onion, working deftly with the little knife.

T never asked you what you do for a living. I assumed-’

Yunxi looked at her patiently.

‘With all those male clients-’

‘Ah. Hah! Yunxi said, the blade clanging staccatos on the wooden board. Instead
of anger, her face erupted into a grin.

T can’t believe you thought I was selling my body like that.” She laughed, a bawdy,
throaty chortle. ‘You could say I am using my body, but in a different way,’

‘How so?” Amisa asked.

T have always had a gift, but my Laoshi helped me to refine it, many years ago.’

T don’t understand.’

Tam a medium. I get possessed by the spirits of the dead, the gods of roadsides,
anthills, trees. Those men who visit are desparate- just not in the way you assumed.’

‘Ah,” Amisa said.

Yunxi nodded at her and smiled. A slight breeze wound its way through the
accordion window. Amisa thought of the boy who had just left, bow-legged and very
thin. She wondered what haunted him.

The next week she quit her job at the wet market. Quitting was so easy when it was
presented as an option. Mrs. Lim handed her an ang pao. Mr. Lim smiled gingerly.

‘Good luck and take care,’ he said, and turned back toward the piles of prawns.

T will do,” Amisa replied, staring at the pink, pitiable eyes of a sardine in front of
her.

She took off her cap and stained apron. Her ponytail lay flat and greasy against
her skull. She handed the things back to Mrs. Lim and walked away from the stall,
smiling and waving to the uncles and aunties as she went by. She untied her hair and

teased it up with her fingers. She felt like punching the strung-up bunches of Chinese
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sausages as she passed. Outside, the rest of the city was just warming up. A paper mask
seller peddled past her with his trishaw loaded full of craft masks and puppets. Mickey
Mouse, a donkey head and an operatic male face with upward slanted brows bobbed away
from her. She got out the ang pao from her pocket and opened it. Inside was S$20.

The next day she went with Wei Loong to Fort Canning. At the marriage
registrar she signed her name in shaky characters and watched as he followed with his
own. NG WEI LOONG. She was an Ng now, too.

Their wedding took place three months later, on July 9 1977. It was a small and
simple ceremony, without fuss or fanfare. On the day it rained, but she thought nothing
of it, wasn’t superstitious. Yunxi and Laoshi attended, and some of Wei Loong’s friends,
inoffensive childhood classmates with meek wives of their own. She kept a peaceable
distance from them, a faint smile on her face.

Your friends are boring,” she whispered to Wei Loong.

“Yunxi looks like scrap wood,” he replied.

‘How dare you say that?’

‘Fine, she looks like a violin. A priceless collectible.’

‘That’s better.’

Amisa wore a blood red qipao stitched with little flowers. It was tailormade in
Chinatown and Wei Loong had saved up for it for months. When she emerged into the
void deck wearing it, he looked like he wanted to cry.

‘Mei nu,” he said, and she winced inside, because he sounded just like those awful
men in the alleyways. T am so lucky. I could stare at your face forever.

Amisa contemplated her new husband. She couldn’t picture him any older than
thirty, nor herself, either. Youth felt expansive, bulk-bought, and useful, like an endless
supply of tissue paper.

She wrote to her family after the fact to tell them: guess what, 'm married. He’s
a nice man. He makes a decent living. He doesn’t hurt me. Be-proud-of meforonce;and

trust-that Twer’t rain-everything—She asked after Didi. A letter arrived back from her
sister: Didi was working in Genting Highlands, and had taken up a gambling habit at the

grand old age of sixteen. Everyone was in good health, and happy for her. Parents sent
their regards, Jiejie said.

Two days after the wedding she packed her things to move out of her room.
Yunxi helped her, even though she had very few belongings.

‘Do you think it is strange, or unlucky, that I didn’t ask my family to attend”
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Amisa asked.

‘You have your own reasons. They understand.” Yunxi said in the tiny space on the
staircase landing.

Yes, Amisa said doubtfully. A pair of cockroaches skittered away out of the
corner of her vision, into Yunxi’s room.

Yunxi pressed a small, greenish medallion into Amisa’s hands.

“This is for good luck and a happy marriage,” she said.

T1l still see you?” Amisa asked.

‘Of course,” Yunxi replied, and fixed her with a small, warm smile.You know
where to find me.’

‘Thank you,” Amisa replied, embarrassed by how moved she was. Td better go.’
Wei Loong’s flat, and now hers, was in Toa Payoh, adjacent to Geylang and a busy public
housing town, bordered by eight old Chinese cemeteries. There was a wide parched plot
of grassland opposite their development where on some nights secret society gangs staked
their turf. But it was still more of a family area than Geylang, full of maciks and their
grandchildren, fabric stores, coffeeshops and most mornings the smell of fresh otah and
kopi o gifted the air.

When she woke up every morning the first thing he did was kiss her on the nose
and then hungrily on the mouth before she could catch her breath. He mauled her
lovingly like it was his last day on earth. He told her over and over how lucky he felt. He
said this so many times the compliment lost it’s meaning. He filled in Toto tickets every
week with her birthdate, 23081958, and bonus numbers for the date they got together;
190476. He doted on her, his lucky little lottery number. When he sensed her annoyance
he went out to the market and bought her back breakfast, lunch or dinner: little baos or
kueh lapis, nasi lemak, chicken chok, ban mian, murtubak, whatever she wanted.

Seemingly overnight, Amisa gained five kilos and felt appalled, but even she had
to admit that the new weight made her look even better. Her hair acquired a glossier
sheen. She became invincibly beautiful: the clarity of her cheeks, her little ankles, and the
lucid poetry others projected onto her blank expression. People stopped by the box office
just to catch a glimpse of her. She was locally legendary, at nineteen: something mythic,
this unendurably lovely girl in full bloom. Even stray dogs and children smiled at her, but
she didn’t return the favour.

Wei Loong worked as an antiques restorer in Bartley Road. The workshop smelt
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of earthy fragrant teak and varnish. The first time Amisa visited, the four other men
working there put down their tools and looked from this goddess to Wei Loong, and
back, gawking with incredulity.

‘Wah lau, you're so lucky,’ they said to Wei Loong, right in front of her.

‘Don’t I know it, Wei Loong said. Amisa bristled like a peacock in her orange
patterned shift dress and go go boots.

Orphans together, both of them. She could be happy this way, as long as nothing
changed, if they never grew sick or old and nobody burnt or burgled the largeish room
with a laundry pole poking out the window, the unmade bed, and the beige walls. Wei
Loong wasn't rich, but he wasn’t dirt-poor, either. He wasn’t a stud but he wasn’t a little
anchovy, either. He wasn’t interesting, but he wasn’t totally boring, either. His unhappy
childhood took care of that, and it was a spite they shared, something that stung and
bruised them in similar places. His father had walked out of the house when he was seven,
a philandering sailor. His brothers were in prison or left a contraband trail across the
neighboring countries. She could have had her pick of literally anyone but it took less
energy to remind herself: at least he had plucked up the courage to talk to her.

If love was someone real who treated her like a princess then this was clearly it.
Wasn't a good marriage the jackpot for traditional Chinese girls? It was nice to be held.
Checked up on, asked after. Amisa felt like she could relax into such an existence. The sex
was decent. They were careful. She didn’t want any children yet, and he didn’t rush her.
They drank together some evenings at the nearby hawker center. He made for better
company when slightly intoxicated; he became surer of himself and more witty and
animated. He toasted her and cracked rude little innuendoes until a glow rose up in her

cheeks and alcohol swirled through her veins and made everything softer.
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2003
SZU
12.

It’s been one day since my mother died. Excused from school, I spend all morning lying in
bed, overhearing traffic and the birds outside changing their tunes. In the afternoon Aunt
Yunxi gives me instant permission to stay over at Circe’s house. She is too tired and busy
to quibble. My aunt has always been made of sterner and more mysterious stuff than I.
We both know I am flimsier, that I can’t bear the sight of my mother’s bedroom one
door down from my own, with its oval mirror that questions the hallway and the slight
indent in the memory foam mattress from where she folded her slim body.

I go over to Circe’s house and flop down on her bed. Circe puts The Kinks
album on really loudly even though I am getting sick of them. When I tell her this, she
ignores me for three songs and then switches to The Velvet Underground & Nico. The
CD has a graphic of a banana on the cover that we both want flattering T-shirts of. We
love this album. We want to wear our love for it across our chests and for imaginary indie
boys to think we are cool and datable because of it. But today the chords and gentle
voices coming through the computer speakers sound far too wistful and mellow, at peace
with an airbrushed sort of world. I don’t want music but I can’t stand the silence, either.
We sit in her yellow room willing the afternoon to melt away, flipping magazines and
trying to make it seem as if nothing is different.

That night, I have a terrifying and obvious dream in her Ikea double bed. In my
dream I am strapped to the deck of a sinking ship and my mother appears at the prow
looking younger and more hopeful than I have ever seen. She’s far away and everything is
rocking but I can hear her perfectly.

It’s not your fault I am me,” she says. ‘And it’s not my fault you are you.” I want to
reply but I can’t speak. I wake up shivering and with wet eyes and cheeks. Circe snores
lightly beside me.

Just then it starts to storm. I wriggle on the sheets, feel my cold toes uncurling.
Above us slow rumbles. I picture thunderheads spread out across a stark raving sky. I
think about how big the sky is, how it enfolds all of us impartially.

A gust of wind rattles the steel pipes on the roof. I remember the mynah birds
that Circe, her maid Josephine and I had watched hours earlier, just before dinnertime.

Bobbing creatures perched on the telephone wires, so delicate and small.
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“The littlest ones get eaten by cats,” Josephine said. No hope for them.’

I worry where the mynah birds are hiding. I get a sinking dread about their
wellbeing. I open my eyes and peer into Circe’s face. She looks calm, almost beautiful.
The darkness in her bedroom is inky and tinged in cobalt blue. The air fizzes like
television static. Circe mumbles and draws me toward her. She breathes on me, my
mouth no more than three inches away from hers. She smells like Kodomo lion
toothpaste and Gardenia bread. I know from this moment that these two things will
always remind me of her, with a flinch, an ache. And maybe because of this, over time I
will learn to avoid them.

Her perfect, unknowable brother Leslie is in the other room. Just six feet away,
this quiet boy right now probably dreaming with his mouth open. Half-asleep I wonder if
to kiss one sibling is the same as kissing the other; if my love for them both will be
revealed if I kiss her; like an inkblot on white card, a marking, a patternation. I can’t pin
down the nature of this tangle in my chest. It could be good, or bad, or in between.
Maybe one day it will mutate into something deadly, and there will be nothing I can do
about it.

I hold my breath and lean forward. But just then Circe turns away and pushes her
back to me, almost forcefully, like an admonition. I roll over onto my back and stare at
the ceiling. The wind howls hurried nothings at the roof. With every fidget the mattress
creaks with my treachery, my cowardice. From the wall beside me, Leslie’s mattress also
creaks. Perfectly naturally, and with no shift in her breathing, Circe hooks her legs into
mine so that we are loosely tangled at the knees and shins. It feels both uncomfortable
and calming. My skin is so hot and sticky but every time I try to move she keeps me in
her grip. Eventually I fall asleep.

When Josephine switches the light on at 6:15, our legs are still half-tangled but
the cover has fallen off the bed. Out of the corner of my eye it looks like a poltergeist has
swept through the room and flung off the pillows and blanket. The crumpled pastel pile
looks like a discarded Sesame Street costume. All the blood has drained from my lower
body and my legs are entirely numb. A thin film of sweat clings to my clammy forehead
and under my arms. Circe and I are like Siamese twins conjoined at the legs. I don’t mind
my immobility. My mother is dead. It feels good to be held in place, to be anchored to
earth.

b

I've got four more days off school for bereavement. So I put on a tatty t-shirt and shorts
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while Circe grumbles and buttons up her uniform. After breakfast (kaya toast- I watch
Leslie and Circe wolf their bread down, too sick and shy to eat- I end up giving her my
untouched square), we get into her father’s shiny Lexus. He’s giving me a lift home after
he drops Circe at school.

On the way there’s a traffic jam snaking along the Pan Island Expressway, a veil of
residual haze settling over the lamps and treetops. The air conditioner blasts on my knees.
Circe frowns out of the window. I guess she’s jealous because I don’t have to go to school
and there is an E-Maths test at 11am that we both haven’t prepared for. She acts as if
everything is normal but also slightly my fault. I can feel her irritation in the stufty car air.
She’s good at this, these pendulum shifts from warmth into unkindness.

When we drop her off she slams the car door and doesn’t look back. I crane my
neck and watch her shuffling through the school gates. She lingers half a step behind a
trio of girls sleepwalking in tandem with their French braids and linked arms. As the car
pulls away she hitches her blue backpack up on her shoulders. It is so disconcerting to
really need someone, is what I think. My only friend gets smaller and smaller until I can’t
pick her out in a sea of uniforms. For once I wish I were joining her, partaking in the
horrible comfort of routine.

Driving me home Circe’s father doesn’t quite know what to say. I've never been in
the car alone with him before, now that I think about it. It’'s mostly Circe’s mother,
Magda, who gives me lifts. He switches the radio on to YES 93.3 and we sit there acutely
aware that the deejays are speaking too cheerfully. After one intersection he switches the
station to classical music. Somber strings replace chipper Mandarin. I picture Victoria
Concert Hall and elegant girl prodigies from the SSO, dressed all in black with violins
balanced under their focused jaw lines.

We'’re driving through Queensway. Big green trees and shoals of schoolchildren
by the roadside. Circe’s father met my mother, once, when he came to pick his daughter
up from my house. My mother smiled at him as he stuttered his name. Low Ghim Teck,
the import-export businessman.

‘How wonderful, she said in her actressy, Channel 5 English. ‘Well, I'll know who
to call for imports and exports.’

He didn’t seem to notice that she was being sarcastic. She had that effect on
people. I don’t think I ever met a man of any orientation who didn’t find my mother
beautiful, who wasn’t affected by her in some way. It was always harder to read what

women really thought of her. Cashiers and shop assistants used to back away, as if cowed
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by her beauty, or simply put off by the disdainful way she asked for things or ordered
them around.

After I get dropped off, the day blurs out into its corners like a watercolour
painting. It starts to rain and the overcast sky makes the house go dim. Aunt Yunxi has
instructed me to “generally tidy” the reception area, kitchen and toilets as we will be
having visitors for the wake. I've never been good at tidying. I lack thoroughness. I flit
around with the brown feather duster, smudge every surface with my fingerprints. I swirl
dust around with the wet rag cloth. Dust and dirt beget even more dust and dirt. There
are long strands of hair all over the place. My own, Yunxi’s, my mother’s. Aside from the
front room that the clients see, the rest of the house has always been pretty grimey.
Behind the sink, I find two dead cockroaches the size of mini staplers. They have one
antenna entwined, almost braided together, and as I tip their bodies into the bin I imagine
they are an incarnation of immortal lovers who have passed on into yet another doomed,
doubled life. So long Romeo and Juliet, Yang Guo and Xiaolongnu, Sid and Nancy.

That night, Aunt Yunxi doesn’t come home. I feel strangely unworried. I go to
bed listening out for movement in the walls, something bigger than the lizards. Now that
she is gone I think of my mother all the time. She preoccupies me so much that it seems
inevitable that she will reappear. Hasn’t my mother’s young face been scattered across my
dreams for years? She raised me as her biggest fan. It seems impossible that she is gone
for good.

I peer out of my window before I go to bed. I stare through the curlicued grilles
into the garden with the bird’s nest ferns and clusters of dark trees. The long, wet grass
doesn’t move. I listen out with senseless superstition for the sound of a baby crying. If you
can hear a baby crying loudly from somewhere in the vicinity, the Pontianak is far away,
willing you to get nearer to her. If the crying is distant, that means the monster is close.

But if my Pontianak is now a ghost, she is a very shy ghost. She doesn’t want to
make herself known. I wake late at night supernaturally sure there is a flutter by my ear,
only to find the insistent normality of my bedroom. Warm air and the crickets in the
garden reminding me they are out there. But not here, not her.

The next morning I'm woken up by the brash beeps of a lorry reversing. Aunt Yunxi
comes in just as 've sat up in bed. She’s holding a mug for me.
‘How are you, ah girl? The lorries are here to set up for the wake, she says.

Tm closing the business for nine days. No clients. Just visitors.’
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I nod and rub my eyes. My aunt offers no explanation for her absence the
night before, and I don’t ask. She passes me the mug. It is full of steaming Milo. I think
of the milk solids and sugar inside this chocolate malt, comforting and corrupting. I take
a small sip and set it down on the table beside me.

Aunt Yunxi gets out a square of white cloth from her pocket and hands it to me.
The badge of mourning, of being felt sorry for, of being sorry. Something so small that
makes it all so real. For a moment we sit opposite each other dazed, parched and
wordless. In this light my aunt’s skin looks wan, veiny, almost translucent. Grief makes
ghosts of people. I don’t just mean the ones lost, but the leftover people. After a while my
aunt pats my hand and gets up.

‘Szu, you must be prepared,” she says on her way out of the room. ‘Think about
what you have to say to your mother. Hold it in your head. Don't tell anyone. Especially
not your friend with the big mouth. This is for you. It’s important.’

What do I have left to say to my mother? We never arrived at what we really
meant to each other. When she was well I was so sloppy with my ill feelings. I slapped my
anger around my forehead in bold, crude strokes. She was only forty-five. Right now her
body is being drained and filled with chemicals.

On my thirteenth birthday, my mother told me I was a happy accident. I had just
gotten my first period the day before and I was inconsolable. My mother, Aunt Yunxi
and I were sat around the marble table. My mother held a knife that wavered like a
question mark over a small green cake.

Your stupid father and I aren’t like other parents,’ she said. ‘We never needed or
wanted a child. And I was getting too old for that, even by the time I had you. So you
weren't really meant to happen, but look how far you've come. It’s great, Little Bunny.
Happy 13™ accident!” she said, and sliced.

She hadn’t called me Little Bunny for a long time. It was an expression of
endearment, and she had long ceased to be fond of me. That’s why this moment stuck
out for me. I knew she meant to be comforting and maybe even funny, that the word
“happy” matched “accident”, but all I could focus on was “accident.” Its syllables stung like
treshly scraped skin. I ate in silence, masticating the pandan chiffon until it was a
flavorless mush in my mouth. I tried to think of other happy accidents but all I could
picture were cars careening into balloon stands, clown bouquets exploding, cartoon

figments of the imagination; unwelcome, abstract, implausible.

b
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The wake will be held in our driveway. There is so much to do today. Soon TI'll have to
leave the messy safety of my room. I look out of the window and watch a white van and a
blue lorry pull up. Seven men pile out, all wearing the same ugly purple polo shirt. They
bring out folded chairs and tables from the back of the truck and pile them against the
wall. Two of the men haul out steel poles and start putting up a striped yellow awning.
One man calls out directions to another in Hokkien. They start positioning a row of
buffet tables.

I suck the air through my teeth and my stomach makes a sound like rolling rocks.
Nowadays I feel lighter on my feet. I pin the white square of cloth to my right sleeve. The
badge of mourning, of being felt sorry for, of being sorry. The wake will last for three
days. I have no idea who will show up. As far as I know, my mother had no friends. My
grandparents are all dead, and I don’t know where my mother’s other siblings are.

I met my maternal grandmother only once, eight years ago, just before she died. I
remember a small, stooped shadow in the doorway, and my parents’ surprise. They invited
her in, my mother shuffling about the narrow hallway, suddenly ungraceful.
Grandmother was very old and very scary. She reminded me of the Empress Dowager.
She wore her years resplendently; decades of bobby pins stuck around her head, holding
her thin white hair up in an imperfect bun. Even her hands, which fidgeted on the teak
curve of the sitting room chair, were ancient, speckled with liver spots and textured as tree
bark. She eyed me suspiciously, beady eyes finally settling on indifference. I was six years
old and ugliness had already found its way into my features. By then, my face had started
to lengthen and narrow, growing from hamster-cute into rat-gross. Regardless of how I
looked I didn’t matter. What mattered was whatever lingered between my mother and
her. Grandmother seemed to drain the sitting room of sunlight, leaving it airless and
eerily calm. She didn’t even give my father a second glance. He dithered by the doorframe
before retreating into the wild, scorching garden outside.

My mother sat opposite my grandmother with her mouth pursed. I didn’t know
that this would be the first and last time in my life that I would see them together. There
was little to no family resemblance. The only thing they seemed to have in common was
anger. They were like two cats with their backs arched and their fur raised. And then they
began, hissing under their breaths, spitting out occasional phrases. They were arguing in
Hakka. I understand Hokkien but not Hakka, so I had no clue what they were saying.
Both of them sounded mad and sad. It seems to me that except for a select few, people

only ever felt one of two things about my mother: livid, or in love.
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At one point my mother got up and went to her bedroom. And then she stormed
back out to the sitting room. When I peered around the doorway I thought I saw her
throwing something at my grandmother. It looked like a small red pouch, but I couldn’t
be sure. Grandmother left shortly after that, before my father could perform the
hospitality of offering her something to eat or drink. She hobbled down the driveway in a
hurt huff, and that is the last I ever saw of her.

By the point that I met my grandmother for the first and last time, my parents
had already started their own blazing, tired battles. There seemed to be neither end nor
purpose to their continuous disagreements. It was plain ugly habit.

One morning in the September of the following year, even the air seemed to
flinch. I woke up with a bad feeling in my brain and ribs. An awful silence filled the
house. I cowered under my peach-coloured blanket. I heard my mother slam the door to
the master bedroom. And then my father called for me. His voice sounded strangled and
subdued. When I met him in the kitchen he looked all pallid and googly-eyed, like one of
the clingfilmed pomfrets that stared from the second shelf of our fridge. I followed him
to the front door, where he turned around and hugged me gingerly, like a tired, Chinese
Santa Claus in a shopping centre.

‘Daddy’s got some things to do in Ghim Moh. I'll pick up some fish porridge if
the stall is open. I'll be back soon,’ he said.

I didn’t believe him, even at eight years old, and he knew it. He wouldn’t look me
in the eye. He slung a heavy duffel bag over one shoulder, adjusting its weight as the strap
slipped. I followed him to the gate, though no further. He walked stiffly, all the way out
to the battered Honda Civic with my Little Twin Stars and Lisa Frank colouring books
strewn across the back seat. He started up the ignition and kept his eyes on the dashboard
and the Courtesy Lion charm hanging off the rear-view mirror. That ugly lion had
started out as a shared joke, a free gift that became a fixture. I watched him maneuver the
car out of the cul-de-sac. It swerved left and then joined the everlasting, anonymous
conveyer of cars and lorries along the main road. As if on cue, my mother barked for me
to come in.

SZU! SZU! SZU MIN! She had a sore throat from arguing and her voice
sounded monster-harsh. By the time I re-entered the house she had retreated into her
bedroom again and shut the door. She didn’t even want to see me, she just wanted to
make sure I was still there. I stared at the peeling wallpaper in the hall. We were

marooned together, my mother and I, but for the first time in my life I felt truly alone. It
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was an aloneness that seemed greater and more grown-up than my body, even bigger than
a country could hold. Oh, this solitude was continental. I went into the kitchen and made
myself a cup of Milo.

Days passed. Weeks. Months. Not even a phone call. Not even a scribbled word.
It was hard to believe my father had quit us and hightailed it to some untraceable pocket
of the island. I didn’t think he actually meant it when he threatened my mother with that.
I thought I was the one who should have done the running away, me, the restless eight-
year old, not him, forty and knowing better.

Your father is a crook,” my mother spat out regularly, by way of explanation.
‘Nothing better. He’s an ah goon, an ah seng. He comes from a long line of crooks,
nobodies and nothings and he’s gone back to the rubbish dump, right where he belongs.’

I couldn’t swallow her bitterness. My father was better than trash, even if he
couldn’t stand us any longer. Maybe we were truly insufferable, and he’d had enough. My
mother, an occasional smoker from her acting days, now took up the habit full-time,
rapaciously. She started drinking like a cliché, favouring dark liquors that made her breath
smell like an old, cantankerous man’s. She was always hungover and in a horrible mood. I
torgot what she looked like when she smiled and how to enjoy her company, although I
never lost the pathetic desire to please her. I loved her so hatefully; around her I felt
disloyal, disgusting. Secretly I wondered if it would be more fun to live with nobodies and
nothings than with a former horror movie actress. Maybe being somebody and something
was overrated.

All that year, I kept hoping it was a misunderstanding, that we'd simply thought
the worst of him. Any day my father would come back down the driveway bearing a
taultless grin and two plastic bags fit to burst with fruit and snacks. Sour plum candy, my
mother’s favourite.

I played his departure over and over in my head until I confused myself as to what
actually happened and what I'd gotten wrong. Every single detail mattered. If the
morning before I had gone left instead of right on the main road, if I'd eaten my
vegetables, if I followed his every word, perhaps the outcome would have been different.

In any case I didn’t really want fact. I wanted to tell myself things could be reversed, even

if I didn’t believe it.
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1977
AMISA
13.

Now that she was newly married, Amisa worked at the Paradise Theatre six days a week.
Rocky promoted her to full-time box office and usher, no more dirty toilets. That week,
a Hollywood picture opened which boggled her with its popularity. It was called Close
Encounters of the Third Kind. Describing it to Wei Loong, it sounded like a bad drunken
dream.

The film centered on a man who was obsessed with UFOs. He became fixated
with the vision of a mountain, tried to recreate it in mashed potatoes, escalating in his
madness until he built a huge clay structure that overwhelmed his family and his living
room. When the aliens revealed themselves, Amisa found the creatures unimpressive and
vapid, their pushpin heads backlit in soapy light.

Still, the queue for tickets snaked all the way outside. Everyone wanted to
encounter aliens. Just before the 8:30 p.m screening on the Thursday, a man rushed up to
the ticket booth. He was middle-aged with a craggy, tanned face above which rested a
pate of black hair that resembled a toupee. He had a moustache like a gothic caterpillar.
He bought a top-tiered ticket: S$3.50. As she handed it to him he looked at her straight
on. He had a hard, arresting stare, direct yet not impolite. When she glanced up in
annoyance, he did not even blink.

At that moment she remembered watching eagles swooping over the lowland
marsh with Didji, five years ago, and Uncle Khim Fatt pointing at a shrewd looking bird
roosting on the bough of an oil palm. It had a dappled brown plumage and a white-
tipped crest.

‘That’s a Wallace’s hawk eagle,” Uncle Khim Fatt said. He scribbled something in
his notebook.

‘Who is Wallace?” Amisa asked. The bird stared at her.

‘Probably some rich white army man,” Didi replied, crouching beside her. His
small, rough hand rested on her shoulder as he craned his neck to look. Tve seen this sort
of eagle around before, but this one is mighty! Like a bird god.’

They turned their heads at the same time as the eagle shifted on its perch. It
moved and spread its wings, showing off their russet span. And then it opened its mouth

and called out “yik yee” “yik yee” in a shrill, haughty tone.
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Afterwards, they made the long trek in silence back to Kampong Mimpi Sedih.
Didi was eleven then and held her hand with a cavalier carefreeness, only letting go when
they neared the houses.

The man in front of her bore a remarkable resemblance to that Wallace’s hawk
eagle. Stupid moustache aside, the likeness lay in his hooked nose and yellowed eyes. Even
more astonishing was the complete lack of lust or attraction in his gaze. Maybe he was a
homosexual, she thought arrogantly. He was sizing her up like she was witholding some
great wisdom, an answer to a question he had pondered for years.

‘Can I help you? Popcorn and kacang puteh are on the other side of the hall;
Amisa said.

‘Incredible! he said, and kept staring. ‘Sorry. I can’t get over your face.” the man
continued. It’s like the perfect mask.’

She frowned and blinked slowly at him.

Yet it also unveils,” he said. T've never seen a face like yours, not in Singapore, nor
all of Southeast Asia. In Kazakhzstan or Tibet maybe, high up in the sacred passes, but
certainly not around here. You're so beautiful you make me slightly sick, if you don’t
mind my saying so. You probably get this all the time.’

I do, Amisa thought. She crossed her arms.

T can assure you I am not a pervert,’ the man continued. T am married and have a
small child of my own. But I know the real deal when I see it, and you, young lady, have a
tace made for film.

‘Er. Thanks,” Amisa replied. She didn’t tell him that he looked like a hawk eagle.
He spoke like someone out of a movie. Someone who was sure of himself, even if he was
putting on a voice, a Southeast Asian imitating one of those early American talkies: more
than a little affected. Still, her cheeks reddened.

‘What is your name? he asked.

‘Amisa’

‘Amisa. I want to work with you. Please can I give you my card? There was an
odd, curt roll to his R. She wondered where the man came from. He looked Malay but
spoke English with an accent she couldn’t quite place.

She shrugged as he slipped out a namecard from an elegant silver holder.

‘Now if you'll excuse me, Amisa, I've got to catch this show. I see great things
ahead for us. I have an offer for you: be my star.’

She stared back at him, squinting a little. T don’t know what you're talking about.’
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It’s simple. I'm presenting you with an opportunity, because I think you're special.

Take the running time to consider. Let me know what you think when I come out later
)
on.

She took the card from him as he turned on his heels toward the auditorium.

After he disappeared into the darkness she flipped it over. It was printed on off-white

layered paper stock with raised lettering.

Iskandar Wiryanto
VISIONARY * FILMMAKER « AUTEUR
230858

His phone number was the same digits as her birthday. What are the odds? Amisa
thought. She knew what a filmmaker was, but the other two words sounded pompous
and unfamiliar to her. Maybe he could help her become a fashion model. Maybe he knew
people that could put her in touch with people.

She didn’t sit in on this screening for Close Encounters; she’d seen quite enough.
Instead she got out a little compact and examined the split ends of her hair, took a
diffident shit in the staff toilet, flushed and made elastic, horrible faces at herself in the
bathroom mirror. She felt light on her feet, a little giddy from this man’s compliments.
Somehow, they bore a more stately quality than the usual.

135 minutes passed. She watched the door. The Malay families streamed out
first, mothers chiding their crying children, followed by the Indian and Chinese teenagers
throwing popcorn at each other, the every raced young couples glazed in each other’s
juices, the married people trying to keep it together or thinking about work, the lone
wolves pondering the universe, and finally Iskandar Wiryanto himself. He strolled out of
the theatre with his hands in his pockets, and came right up to her counter. She pretended
to be busy with the ledger.

‘What a film,’ he said. She didn’t reply. My mind is blown. Well, Amisa”

She shrugged, uncharacteristically gormless. She couldn’t hold his eye. He was
staring at her with a candour and familiarity, as if they had already known each other for
years. After a moment she got out the card from her uniform pocket and held it up.

‘You want to work with me like how?’

‘Be my lead actress.’

Ts this a joke? Amisa muttered in Mandarin, before repeating it in English. She
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cleared her throat and studied the card again. ‘Mr. Wiryanto, I'm not an actress. I sell
tickets only.’

T know,” he said, smiling so that the wrinkles in the corners of his eyes deepened
into creases.

‘And I'm married, by the way, Amisa continued. ‘If this is some sort of
sleazy offer I am really not interested. If you bother me I'll call my manager over. His
name is Rocky.’

‘Easy. Calm down,” he said. She glared at him, her mouth a straight, luscious line.

It’s not like that, I promise. You don’t need acting experience, I prefer someone
unpolished for the role. And scary, like you.’

Scary?”

Yes, he said. His eyes twinkled. I want you to play a monster. A powerful
Pontianak, a really big role, bigger than most debut actresses get offered.’

‘Pontianak? Why do you want me to act like a ghost? Isn’t it bad luck?’

‘Ah, at least you're considering it.” he smiled. ‘Why, are you superstitious?’

‘Not really,’ she admitted. ‘Where are you from?

Tve lived everywhere, he said, with an enigmatic pause. ‘But I'm originally from
Kota Pontianak, Indonesia.’

Tve not heard of that. Are you making it up?’

He laughed. You're funny,” he said. No one had ever called her funny before. ‘Of
course 'm not making it up. The city sits right on the equator. It’s real. I can bring a map
and show you.’

She waved her hands in front of her and shook her head. Rocky strolled by,
shooting a quizzical glance at her. She checked the clock.

T don’t understand your name card,” Amisa said hurriedly, holding the card up to
the light. ‘What is an auteur? What is a visionary? Why can’t you just say it simple?”

‘Because it describes me,’ Iskandar said, simply. ‘Well, what do you think?’

Tl think about it. Thank you,” Amisa replied. But she noticed him noticing her
put the card back into her shirt pocket.

‘We start filming in six weeks, he continued. T can’t budge on the schedule.
However. Call me crazy, but if you're suitable, I'll fire my lead actress. I wasn’t very happy
with her anyway. She’s got nothing on you.’

‘Really?

‘Really. If my instinct is correct and you are as great as you look, I'll say the word.
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I have a really good feeling. I won’t be able to sleep tonight.’

She crinkled up her nose and scowled.

‘Don’t make that face. I'm really excited about you. Please consider.’

‘Sure.” Amisa replied. ‘See you. Bye.’

‘You have my card, Amisa. I hope to hear from you. Goodbye.’

At the double doors Iskandar turned to admire her one last time, then he saluted
her and walked off into the humid evening.

You have a face made for film, the real deal, you're perfect, lead actress. She kept on
recounting what he said to her in her head, repeating it over and over. At dinner she was
dazed, a small dreamy smile playing on her mouth. His praise was like a new dress waiting
at home, in a nice carrier bag, in the cupboard. She picked at her noodles but didn’t
attack her plate with her usual lunchless workday vigor.

‘Are you okay? Wei Loong asked. ‘Did some ah beng bother you at work
again? Got show him your ring finger? Tell those bastards you're a married woman and
I'll wallop them.’

She shook her head slowly. The hawker centre was hot and crowded and families
chattered around them, but she felt like she was in another world. The pristine, sweat-free
world of the rich and famous. She pictured the man from Close Encounters tloating up
into the kueh-tutu shaped UFO. She basked in an alien spotlight, and it was delicious.

T met someone interesting today,” she finally said.

‘Hubh, really” Wei Loong glanced up at her and then back down to the plate of
char kway teow in front of them. He funnelled a piece of fishcake into his mouth and
chewed.

Yes, he’s an Indonesian director called Iskandar Wiryanto. He gave me his card,
over here. He said he wants to work with me...’

Wei Loong took the card and turned it frontwards. A shadow flickered over his
face.

‘Do you think you'll do it? he asked.

‘Well, why not?’

He studied the card once more and handed it back to her.

Tmagine how much money we'll have,” Amisa continued. If I became an actress?
All the shiok things we'll be able to buy for home. All the nice furniture. He’s talking
about making a movie with me in it! A trilogy, even.’

‘Singapore where got film industry?” Wei Loong asked, waving his chopsticks.
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‘Last time I know got Melayu movies, but didn’t all the studios close?”

‘He’s financing it himself.’

‘How did he find the cash? This bugger sounds shady. Also, P. Ramlee already
made Pontianak films a long time ago and they did so well. This one how to fight?’

Amisa shrugged and bit her lip as Wei Loong stared off into a distance,
considering something.

‘Also, isn't a Pontianak a bit old fashioned? Hong Kong already got so many
ghost story movies- who needs more? Everyone is crazy now about Szar Wars, and aliens.’

Yeah, yeah, I get it, it’s a stupid idea, Amisa said. ‘And I'm an idiot for
suggesting it.’

T didn’t say that, Wei Loong replied.

Amisa put down her cutlery and grabbed her drink.

‘Don’t you always tell me I should try more things?” She muttered into her sugar
cane juice. Now when this comes up you are so doubtful about it.’

Anger crouched on her shoulder like a vulture. You should be so lucky I'm with you.
I can do so much better. Maybe I can be a star, make it all the way to Hong Kong or even
Hollywood, she thought, staring daggers. Wei Loong shifted on his stool. Silence
stretched.

T guess you should try and audition, if it makes you happy,” he finally said. ‘You
might not get it, but no harm to show up since this bigshot asked you. Maybe it will take
oft.

‘That’s what I thought,” she beamed and the air shifted. You never know, right”

Yeah. You never know,” Wei Loong said tentatively. T think I should go with
you, though.’

‘Why?

He sniffed and wiped his nose. ‘In case it’s something shady.’

‘Huh’

‘Like those sleazy photographers who want to take naked pictures of you and sell
in JB-’

Amisa let out a loud, equine sigh and pushed beansprouts around her plate with a
plastic spoon.Tm not stupid. I can take care of myself.’

Tknow.’

‘So?” She stared him down and he looked away.

‘Nothing, lah. Forget I said anything.’
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Sure.’

After dinner they trudged back to their block in pallbearer silence. Wei Loong
tollowed her into the cramped blue elevator with the speckled board unpeeling from the
wall and shut the accordion door behind him. She reached across and jabbed the button
for the sixth floor.

“You don’t need to keep pressing it,” he said. ‘We're already moving.’

Amisa ignored him and watched the floors rush past upwards through the little
window. She remembered riding the old funicular from her childhood, creakily ascending
the steep hill, hill and railway now likely refurbished to a state of gleaming slickness. She
saw it happening in this city all the time, the crooked and old being knocked down to
make way for the relentlessly new. The city was changing at breakneck speed and she
knew Penang would be no different. You either kept up or got left behind in the dust and
dereliction.

Wei Loong got the house keys out of his pocket. They heard their telephone ring.
He opened the grille and then the main door as the phone kept up its shrill and insistent
tone. Amisa stormed over and picked up the green receiver.

‘Hello”

Kiaofang? Hello? Xiaofang? it was Jiejie, and she was sobbing.

Anmisa cradled the phone closer to her ear. ‘I can hear you. Jiejie, what’s wrong?

Her sister was crying too hard to make out her words.

‘What happened, Jie?’

TIt’s Didi. Jiejie said, quickly. She sounded the way she used to as a young girl,
hitting her knee hard on something and gulping back tears.

Anmisa felt the sugar cane juice rising back up. She could taste it in the tightening
chamber where mouth met throat.

‘What happened? Did he get into another accident?’

She heard her sister’s drawn out exhale. Amisa had been perched on the wooden
arm of a chair and now she extended the cord and sat fully on the seat. Wei Loong
hovered in front of her, but she shook her head and waved him away.

‘There was a landslide,” Jiejie said. “This morning it was so rainy. Didi borrowed
the motorcycle from Ah Chin anyway. He was going toward the Kuala Lumpur-Karak
highway when it happened.’

‘What time?

Just after 10.
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Amisa tried to remember what she was doing right then. She was probably filling
in the box office ledger in her loping, wayward script, eyelids drooping.

‘A treetrunk fell across the highway, Jiejie continued. Amisa drew her breath. Her
sister’s voice was a rambling monotone. ‘Didi got trapped. All these cars also, and a tour
bus. The rescue team took two hours to get to them.’

Ts he okay” Amisa asked, even though she already knew.

‘No,’ Jiejie muttered. ‘No.’

Amisa’s hands were ice cold. She imagined the deep failure of slopes, debris piling
in a matter of seconds. Slurry of muddy water and rocks as they slid, toppled and flowed.
Marsala-coloured gushing dirt. It hard happened like that. She gripped the receiver. It
was warm and hurt pressed so close to her ear.

She started to cry. She thought of the last thing Didi must have seen as he
navigated the curve of the road: tangerine horizon and all of a sudden earth rushing to
earth rushing to earth. She hoped he hadn’t been trapped in the darkness for hours,
teeling scared and alone as mud filled his ears, his mouth, his lungs. That his end was
quick and painless. She wished she could have done something, anything at all. Changed
the weather, stilled the soil. Rang home more often and insisted he come to the phone.
Tried to get a hold of him yesterday. Told him Didi please, please, just stay at home. She
doubled over, ragged gasps coming in waves. This sadness was so big and savage that she
telt she would burst. Didi didn’t deserve to die. He was only sixteen. He was her Little
Ghost, bird watcher, braggart, cheeky little shit, and her favourite person in the whole
world.

Jiejie sniffed on the other end of the line. Amisa didn’t want to hear any more
from her, didn’t know what else to say. She thought how ridiculous it was, that they were
making the same feeble bird sounds from their throats.

After she put down the phone, Wei Loong wrapped his arms around her, but she
pushed him off like he was a towel that had fallen from a rack. She went and lay on their
bed with her clothes and shoes still on. She interlaced her fingers over her stomach,
staring at the ceiling, her mind full of Didi’s face when she last saw him. He waved at her
from the curb with the rest of the family, a crooked smile playing on his mouth. What
was he thinking? She imagined him now, crushed and still.

She heard her husband enter the bedroom with the tentative steps one would take
toward a wild animal.

TJust leave me alone,’ she said.
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2020
CIRCE
14.

The day after I see Szu I can’t concentrate. I squint at my screen all morning, wavy lines
in my vision like phantom tapeworms swimming. Just after lunch, Gordon calls me into
his office.

‘How’s the Ponti promo going?

‘Great,’ I reply, and even as I smile I feel the strain in my cheeks.

You're going to have to be more specific,, Gordon says. He has been staring at
me the whole time since I came in. The light from his monitor illuminates the sunspots
and greying stubble across his face. He looks like he needs an eye-mask and ten years’
sleep.

It has been years since Gordon has addressed me in this slow and reproachful tone.
Usually we are chummy. The small hairs on my forearms bristle. I pull my black Baleno
cardigan a little tighter over one shoulder and clear my throat.

‘Well, we've finished the social media audit. I finalised the overall strategy with
Mark and Yihan, we're going for the kitsch old-school Singapura angle. Like the brief
called it: “analogue horror for the digital generation.” So that’s the direction I've taken. I
sent you the revised marketing plan last week.”

Yeah, I've got it up here. Let’s see.’

He makes no effort to tilt his monitor toward me. Instead he stares at it with the
slack-jawed intent of a football spectator, as if willing the document to score at any
moment. Finally, he turns back to face me.

T don’t know how else to put it,” he says. I blink at him.

‘All this is blah, Circe. Pages and pages of &/ah. It doesn’t pull me in. We need to
be great, not middle-of-the-road. You get it?

Yes.” I reply. I feel my stomach tighten. The tapeworm was poisoned out of me a
month ago, the x-rays proved it, but sometimes I feel like it still lives in me and I don’t
know whether I am disgusted or mildly comforted by this.

‘The problem is, I just don’t think you’re engaging with the brief,” Gordon says.
‘Listen, Circe...you and I, to put it bluntly, we’re not super young anymore. We have to
work even harder to think outside the box. You know what I mean? The world has

changed even from when you joined till now, it’s moving at such a rate.’
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I'm not comfortable being lumped into the same group as him. I'm 33. Gordon is
in his mid-forties, with expensively highlighted hair and a short back-and-sides that
makes him look more forced than trendy.

T hear what you're saying,’ I reply, in the practiced, conciliatory tone I reserve for
difficult clients. I try to smile but feel my stomach flip.

‘Look, Circe,” Gordon says, but this time his voice softens. I know things are not
easy for you right now. With the divorce. It’s a lot to take on.’

Tm handling things fine,’ I reply. “To be honest, I got a stomach ache.’

‘Okay.” Gordon says. His face clouds over. “Then I'll get straight to the point. Is it
true that you haven’t been to any of the archive screenings? You haven’t seen Ponti or
Ponti 2 or Ponti 3: Curse of the Bomoh? Not even a single one of these when our client
explicitly asked us to link the promo back to the original movies? What is going on?
Woake up your ideas, Circe! This kind of stuff is dasic! If you were an intern I'd fire you
straight away.’

T'm sorry,” I say, meaning it.

It’s not like you to act like this. Are you sure everything is okay?

I nod. I don’t know how to explain it.

‘Okay. What do you do when you're promoting a remake and you don’t have the
rough cut of the film in question?’

“You watch all the source material.’

T shouldn’t have to tell you this.’

T'm sorry.” I feel like an asseverating little mouse.

“You know what to do, then.’

I gather my papers and tablet and leave. I bet Jeanette is the one who ratted on
me. Jeanette, with her perfect ass and impeccable flirtatious timing. Two hours later,
outside the screening room she glances up from her phone at me and says, ‘Oh, it’s you,’
as if she hadn’t been expecting me.

The lights have already dimmed as we settle into our seats. I lean back into the
plush chair and feel my cheeks flush with a swirl of anxiety and adrenaline. I always
refused to watch the films. I preferred to hear Szu’s accounts of their grandeur, imagine
Amisa in them rather than familiarise myself with the actual footage, diminish her power.
Especially after Amisa died, they became ghostly relics. I have a heavy feeling my throat,
like I'm being judged, like I'm disrespecting the dead.

Every time I shift, the chair creaks. The screen flickers on and the title credits
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appear: PONTI 2, unsteady white words across a canopy of brown and green. The sound
of strings gives me a sense of rising dread. The camera pans out from a quiet dirt road
into wet green paddy fields flanked by traveller’s palms with their parched, fanlike leaves.
The shot keeps broadening until it takes in the entire landscape of sparse houses with
thatched orange roofs, sheds of rusty, corrugated steel, the odd silo, joined together by
thin, snaking roads. Was this the sort of place Amisa grew up in, I wonder? Broad, sun-
parched stretches of nowhere. I glance to my right. Jeanette has her eyes glued to her
phone.

A rattling truck appears, white and blue, coming down the dirt road. A handsome
man frowns in the driver’s seat. He squints and grimaces all the way to his destination. In
the village he strides through the shadow of palm trees and a cluster of Malay villagers
gather around him, wearing tengkoloks and baju melayus. When one of the men starts
talking, he is dubbed over in a gravelly American voice.

‘We need your help!” he tells the hero. ‘There is a Pontianak terrorising our village.
She’s claimed so many of our mens’ lives. If we’re not careful, we will run out of men. She
looks like a beautiful young woman, but don’t be deceived.’

T know her,” the hero replies, with a determined set in his jaw. It turns out his
brother was murdered by this same creature in Ponzi before.

How to defeat this spectral interloper? How to set things right? Thirty-five
minutes in, the hero trundles through vegetation, carrying a parang for safety, a frown
clouding his handsome features. He has been warned about how dangerous this monster
in the trees is. She’s worse than a typical Pontianak. She’s Ponti! with a shriek, an
exclamation mark. She is furious because she will never find peace. She got her heart
broken from a stillborn child and her husband cheating and beating her. She’s
unreasonable and crazy and every womanly wrong.

The hero searches for her past the tranquil fallow, deep into the untidy, sloping
greenery that borders the banana plantation. Telltale musical cues: strings swirling. 1
squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. I can’t bear to look. Cut to silence. A pause.

‘Did you come here to find me?" a voice asks; sweet, inquiring.

The man whips his head around. The banana trees rustle. It is dark in the clearing,
and he looks confused as to where he should be searching. And then. There she is,
standing calm and coquettish in a pool of moonlight, as if she’s been waiting there all
along. Amisa is the most expensive-seeming thing in this cheap movie. She looks so

young it makes my heart hurt. She smiles and her eyes are bright and playful. It strikes
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me hard for the first time: film is such a deceptive fiction. Here is a woman back from
the dead- only she doesn’t exist any more outside of this screen, her body rendered in
slightly blurry footage.

The last time I saw her she was the opposite of larger than life: so real and
impossibly small. She lay in bed, lightly shutting her eyes. She was in constant pain and
her body reflected it, her skin both waxy and dried out. Her cheekbones were too angular,
tipping off the knife-edge of sleek straight into ghoulishness. She wore a blue wrap
around her head, a vestige of pride or even vanity. And she looked very, very old. Isn’t that
a sign of humbling maturity, realising that the people I dismissed as impossibly ancient at
various times of my life weren’t actually that old? She was only in her forties when I knew
her. Amisa on screen looks no more than twenty-one. She’s in the prime of her beauty.
Her hair goes down to her waist, and even with powder dusted on her to make her look a
little undead, she gleams.

‘Who are you? Have I met you before?” Her mouth moves just out of sync with
the American voiceover artist. She has that antiquated, Mid-Atlantic English diction that
sounds nothing like her Singaporean slang.

I can’t place my finger on what else is so uncanny about watching Amisa
onscreen- and then I realise. It’s because she looks so Aappy. She beams at the actor like
she’s in love with him. She lays one hand gently over the other, crossed in front of her
body, ladylike in her white shroud dress.

She was nothing like that in real life. Whenever she entered the kitchen or the
sitting room, I couldn’t take my eyes off her because she was so glamorously sad. Always
something heavy to ponder.

The hero sprints back through the lalang fields, as fast as his feet can carry him.
He wants so badly to warn these neighbouring villagers- although, when did a plan like
that ever work? Nobody will believe him.

The beautiful young woman saunters down the street, makes a right, heads into
the hero’s patio. She takes her time. The tracking shot takes us every step of her way,
tocusing on the leisurely sway of her hips, the loveliness of her slender shoulders in a white
floral dress. Once she’s invited inside, the camera pans out and we see her face. Amisa
smirks. The hero’s good wife gasps. The Pontianak reveals her true, hideous nature and
lightning claps. She looks garish, deranged, red-lipped, monster make-up caked on like
papier-mache. With a flutter like a sheet being aired out, the Pontianak flies away. The

body of a plantation worker is revealed under the fronds of a nearby tree, bloodied and
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bruised. The camera zooms in on his face with one eyeball sucked out, the socket a
gelatinous prosthetic pulp, like splattered raspberries. She’s torn his stomach open too.
Blood everywhere, improbably pink, but still sickening to look at. I cover my face with
my right hand, peer through my fingers. A piercing scream and the sound of frantic
drums: shot of the good wife hunched in the dirt as an old woman hurries to comfort her.
Drum beats to the quickening of my own pulse. Dizzy angles. Shaky cuts. Something
about the knowing set of the old woman’s face and her skinny limbs reminds me of Aunt
Yunxi.

I met Yunxi for the first time when I had been going over to Szu’s house for a
little over a week. She came up behind me and tapped my elbow lightly: this tanned, very
skinny woman who I'd previously only heard murmuring and rummaging within the
locked room behind the darkened antechamber. That particular area always recked of
incense merged with something much harder to pin down; sweet, and a little rotten. If I
had to place it, it smelt most like frangipanis- old, pungent flowers left to wilt in the rain,
mixed with armpits.

‘Circe? I've heard so much about you. Szu has told us such nice things. Let’s have
alook at you,” Yunxi said in Mandarin.

I stood frozen in the corridor, eyes darting around the room as she regarded me
from top to bottom, left to right, and back again.

‘You've got a robust constitution, a stable family, not much to atone for...” The
old woman’s voice was as low as a man with a sore throat. It was a voice that seemed to
rise up from the floorboards.

“You're not mourning anybody...” all that was true, so far. Szu, who was in the
bathroom, had told me about what her aunt did for a living. Her clairvoyancy made me
nervous.

‘There’s nothing to be nervous about,” Yunxi said. I started.

You've got a special energy,” Yunxi continued, smiling to reveal a row of small,
straight and yellowed teeth. ‘But you've got to be careful about your behaviour.’

‘What behaviour?”

The walls of the four corners of the room seemed to narrow in over my head, and
a dark, heavy feeling began to plume within me, like ink in water.

‘Circe? Jeanette is staring at me intently. The lights have come on in the projector
room and one of the spotlights shoots straight into my corneas. My head and limbs feel

heavy, as if my body just shut down.
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After the screening I cut through Haji Lane on the way to Bugis MRT station. It’s
4:45pm and the buildings and branches are tinged in rose gold, skyline gleaming like a
credit card commercial. Walking down the stretch of manicured shop houses with their
candy-hued accordion windows I come across no fewer than four different teenage girls
posing against blank white walls. Their friends or boyfriends stand opposite them, taking
shot after shot with phones or angling DSLRs. Each time after the cameras click the girls
strike a minutely variant pose. Each girl seems primed for some sort of pagan desert
apocalypse; wide-brimmed hats, billowing vests, and bandage-like leggings impractical in
the tropical heat. I guess this is what is in right now: the same ugly shit only the beautiful
can pull off. They are either fashion bloggers, or blog shop models.

The last girl before I round the corner is the prettiest. She commands attention.
She is far too thin. Some things don’t change— I remember my Convent school days: girls
pretending to subsist all week on small green apples, then relenting into cup noodle
binges; the soft Japanese-horror-movie retching that emanated from the far-most
cubicles. This girl is the goal of all that lunchtime crying: ragdoll limbs and satin spar
skin, blunt fringe framing her hard, lovely eyes. There is something so barbed and familiar
about her. The past rises up like the heat pimples that itch along the scalloped neckline of
my top. And then it clicks. Clara Chua: one of the beautiful, bionic mega-bitches from
school. I can’t believe I still remember her name.

The girl notices me watching, and juts out her attractively pointy jaw line. Her
gaze is both challenging and entreating. Clara Chua dissolves.

Her boytriend stops clicking the camera and shoots me a stare. In the ruthless
world of teenagers, anyone above thirty is either cool or creepy. What am I but some
weird watching frump? An office drone in Mango slacks. I hasten away into the tree-
lined neutrality of North Bridge Road. At least I haven't come across a Szu clone today.
They seem to be teeming the city suddenly, but then I did just spend 84 minutes being
forced to watch her late mother terrorizing people.

Out now in the late afternoon heat I feel overcome by this weighty, gluttonous
sensation. I feel it in my skin and my soul and the shame of being caught admiring some
gorgeous, stupid teen. I check the time on my phone. I've got to catch a train to Outram
for a meeting.

I reach the traffic lights at Ophir Road and when the green circle shifts to amber I

spot them. Just on the other side of the junction, waiting. They are standing beside
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another couple, or another pair of people. I recognize Jarrold immediately, the way a dog
knows its owner, or an owner knows her dog. There is no chronology or politics to this
moment of recognition. It just is. No labels of “former” or “husband” attached to what I
see. I'm just a darting pair of eyes, hoping he hasn’t noticed me. I take a step sideways and
try to blend into the group of university students.

It’s been one year and maybe three months since Jarrold and I met to finalise our
separation and any outstanding matters around the sale of our flat. Even though we
actually had things to talk about, stuff to settle, that meeting was so maudlin and
uncomfortable that the memory of it still makes me cringe. In all the time since we've
managed to avoid each other, maintaining our safe ambits. Jarrold likes to have work
drinks at Dempsey so fine, that’s a no-go zone. He knows I've conquered Verdi, that
amazing Italian place on Duxton Road. I guess we never bothered to apportion Bugis and
its surrounding area.

My soon-to-be-ex-husband turned thirty-seven in May. He’s gained a little
weight around the jowls, and is wearing a pale blue office shirt with a starched collar.
Entirely non descript. But he looks good. Healthy. Happier. He’s talking animatedly to a
girl who appears a little younger than me. I give her the once-over from behind the safety
of a stranger’s shoulder. She has long, straight hair and wears a white sleeveless blouse and
black skirt. So far, so boring. Is she his girlfriend? Colleague? Friend? It’s hard to tell.
They are standing close, taking the liberty with each other’s personal space that conveys
some kind of intimacy. She laughs mid-sentence. I can’t hear her, but I hate her already.
The light changes and I stick to the students, manage to avoid Jarrold and his companion
entirely. I'm so angry and alone I could kill someone.

I hurry to the mouth of the MRT station and even though we've gone in opposite
directions I get this prickly paranoia that they have turned around and are walking the

same way as me. I don’t dare look behind me.
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2003
SZU
15.

It’s the first day of the wake and all the tables and chairs are set up, both fresh and
artificial flowers arranged to distraction. They delivered the body this morning. Two men
wheeled out the coffin from the back of the hearse. They set it up with the perfunctory
tact and calm of professionals, across two long wooden stools with her head positioned
toward the entrance of our house. That’s my mother’s body in there, there and not in her
room or the hospital bed, 1 kept disbelieving, right until they opened the expensive walnut
lid to let us have a look. They call it a half-couch lid because it doesn’t expose her legs. 1
mean, why would anyone need to see her legs? Just her face and hands. I think that even
the term half-couch sounds disrespectful. Couches get sat on.

Aunt Yunxi explained what would be included in the package from the funeral
parlour, the cosmetic work, but I wasn’t ready for the result. My mother barely looks like
herself. Her skin has been lacquered yellow with two huge blush marks to lend her some
colour. Her mouth is painted a rose pink that she would have hated: too sweet. Her small,
delicate hands are folded stiff.

My aunt is dressed in black, her mouth pinched into a half-smile half-scowl. She
keeps wringing her hands, and doesn’t mind if I notice, but if one of the men from the
tuneral home glances over she puts them down. She looks even skinnier than usual, as if
shell snap like a twig if she moves too quickly. I feel skinny too. Secretly I am deriving a
loose and tiny joy from feeling thin. I wonder if Circe and the other girls at school will
notice and quietly agree that I look improved. I haven’t eaten much this week. Just a
couple of slices of fishcake and the plain, clear bone broth in a huge vat in the fridge. My
appetite has flown out of the window, the same way as routine. Right now our existence is
centred on my mother and the small square of mourning cloth pinned to our right
sleeves.

A car door slams and I turn to look. Two men are coming down the driveway;
one tall, the shorter one hobbling. Their features are obscured by the shadows from the
trees and when they get close I don’t recognize them.

Our new visitors pay their respects to my mother, bowing thrice. I parrot out my
lines: there are refreshments in the cooler, plain water over there. Hot tea on request.

Peanuts on that table.
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‘Thank you, Szu.” The taller man says. I'm startled by my name. ‘We're okay.” He
sits down and the plastic creaks. ‘Your mother was a good actress.’

‘You worked with her?’

Yes,” he replies. ‘And my brother also.” He gestures to the man on his right who
has lit a cigarette. ‘Ah Choon over here was the electrician. I was special effects. We
worked with your ma for Ponti and Ponti 2.

Hearing him name the films I feel a drop in my chest. Somehow it was easy to
forget it was a collaborative effort and not just all about her.

‘Your mother was wonderful on-screen,” the first man continues. ‘Anyone who
watched her can’t forget that face. She had real star quality, she was a ming xing. We
loved working with her.’

‘Thank you,’ I reply, my voice tightening.

The second man smirks through his half-finished cigarette. His brother shoots
him a look.

‘Szul’ Circe calls out. She’s coming down the driveway, followed closely by Mr.
and Mrs. Low. Just three steps behind them, shuffling his feet and with his eyes glued to
his phone, is Leslie.

‘Excuse me,’ I say to the two visitors. I go up to Circe. We exchange a limp half-
hug. I haven’t seen her in a day. She seems twitchy, excitable.

‘Where’s your aunt?” Circe asks me.

‘Somewhere close by. Probably busy.’

Tm so sorry, Szu,” Circe’s mother Magda says.

‘Hello Mr. and Mrs. Low,” my aunt calls out in her clipped, accentless English.

‘My condolences, Auntie,’ Magda says.

Leslie looks up from his phone; glances at his parents busy talking and then at me.
I can’t hold his gaze for more than a second.

T never met your mother,” he mumbles. ‘But I'm sorry.

It’s okay,” I reply. I can feel Circe’s eyes on me. Her stare is electric. Like one of
those charged, humming insect killers I sometimes see in outdoor coffee shops. I'm filled
not just with worry but the actual belief that she can read my mind. I cross and uncross
my arms, shift my weight from left foot to right and back again. Time is taking time.
More strangers shuffle up and then back down the driveway, a dreary conveyor of
condolences and muted smiles. My aunt keeps collecting white envelopes. Why have 1

never seen any of these people before?
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“Your mother knew a lot people.” Circe says. 1 thought she didn’t go out much.’

‘All these people are from her acting,’ I reply. ‘Actually, I just met these two men
over there who were part of the crew-’

‘But do you recognize anyone? And have you met, like, anyone famous?

‘Circe, don’t be kaypoh,’ Leslie interjects. ‘Why are you interrogating her? It’s
none of your business.’

T'm just curious.’

It’s cool,’ I say, trying to be cool. T don’t know anyone. They're all randoms,” I
sound apologetic, in spite of myself.

‘Wakes are like that, I guess,’ Leslie says. ‘Can I find any of your mom’s films
online?

‘Nah, nothing online.’

‘What were they about? Besides Pontianaks,’

‘That’s about it. Just the one Pontianak.’

‘Oh’

I remember the first and only time I tried to show Ponti to Circe, just nine

months ago. She had started to fidget after ten minutes, checking her phone, and we
stopped the tape when Josephine knocked and called us downstairs for dinner. And all the
time as I chewed the Low’s white rice and the Low’s steamed pomfret and stir-fried garlic
chai sim, I thought of how their food tasted brighter and saltier in my mouth, better
tasting but worse for me, even if my aunt had cooked with the same ingredients before. I
telt the slow, icky glow of shame spread from one side of my face to the other and funnel
down into my fat stomach as I recalled the part of the film we’d paused on, the village
doctor shouting a warning, his mouth a dubbed, boring O. After dinner we went back up
to Circe’s room and I took the tape out of the VCR. After that I never tried showing her
the films again.
‘Can we go to your room? Circe asks. I shrug and look for my aunt. She’s busy talking to
Magda, who has her arms crossed over her tummy, head tilted attentively. Mr. Low
stands close by, eyes to the floor, with his hands in his chino pockets. I lead them into the
house, down the vanilla-coloured corridor with its outdated geometrical wallpaper and
the cracks in the ceiling.

We file into my bedroom and Circe pulls the door shut behind her. My room is

too small for three people. Circe sits on my bed and the springs creak. I sit down beside
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her and the soft mattress makes our bodies sag into each other.

Leslie moves toward my green swivel chair but Circe gestures to the space on the
other side of me. I feel a welter of disappointment and relief when he ignores her. I panic
about whatever I've left exposed and scattered across my desk. Jotted-down lyrics. Pieces
of foolscap paper, filled with inelegant, incorrect sums.

‘Do you want water or something?’ I ask them.

‘Nah, we're fine,” Circe says. She picks up a book from my bedside table and flips
through it, squints at the blurb on the back.

‘We Have Always Lived In The Castle. Sounds creepy,” Circe says. TIs it about
knights and stuff?”’

‘Not really.’

Ts it scary?

‘Kind of

‘Hmm.” She flips through it fast. It’s a thin volume and she is damaging the spine.

‘Kor, have you heard of it?

‘No, Sisi, I haven’t.” Leslie replies. ‘Don’t be annoying.’

Tm not annoying,” Circe says, but she stops talking.

Leslie sighs deeply and stares into the small, blank brightness of his phone. I
wonder whom he’s messaging. I've never actually been in the same enclosed space as both
of them before. I pick at a scab on my left arm, a tiny half-circle of dried blood from
where a mosquito bite turned unbearable. I wait for them to make conversation but the
silence drags on. Every second I adjust the position of my feet or scratch my arms or the
back of my neck.

I hear the faint murmur of people outside the window. Voices, new and low.
Everybody is a solemn stranger, and they all seem to love my mother. Their worship and
affection for her makes me uncomfortable. They are all too late. Where were they two,
four, six months ago? Years back, when she stopped leaving this house on a regular basis?
I want to wave my arms around and say, look! She wasn’t even that nice or perfect!
Where were you when she was in so much agony she had to be injected with morphine?
And she couldn’t even speak, or eat, or use her jaw, even though her eyes told me she was
hungry, and she had so much to say. I'm a bad person because I haven’t let go of how she
crumpled me up like a ball of paper my whole life and now that she’s gone I don’t know
how to get the creases out. I wish these people would stop pretending she matters as

much as they behave like she did. Stop acting, is what I want to tell them. That’s what she
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did. Leave it to the professionals.

Your mom and your aunt-’ Leslie begins. He looks unsure of how to continue.
Circe puts down the book and stares at her brother.

‘Do they really do- spirit medium stuff- or is it, like, for show only? If you don’t
mind me asking.” Leslie puts his hand to his neck, glances up at me sheepishly.

It’s for real,’ I reply, and look at Circe but her eyes flick to the floor and don’t
meet mine again.

‘Ah, must have gotten confused.” Leslie says. ‘Sorry.’

It’s fine.” I say.

“It” is so many things I'm not sure I believe. “It” is the silence that descends upon
the triangular space between us, thick as corn syrup, and just as artificial. Tucked politely
away is a hint of judgment in the air. I can sense it. Circe sighs and brings her right hand
to her mouth, observes her cuticles.

‘So uh. Do you believe in it? Spirits and psychic stuff?” Leslie asks.

‘Sometimes,’ I reply. ‘What- what about you?’

‘Hm. It’s hard to tell. I don’t think so,” Leslie says. ‘But you never know.’

Yeah, I know what you mean,’ I say, and nod.

Circe makes a sound in between a snort and like she is blowing her nose.

‘Gotta go pee,” she says. She gets up so quickly that she knocks my knees as she
goes past. And then she’s out of the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

Leslie glances around my walls because there is nothing else to see besides my
desk or me. My cheeks redden at the torn-out magazine page stuck beside my mirror. It’s
a Neutrogena ad and the model looks possibly French and no older than nineteen. She
has chestnut-coloured hair up in a chignon and two hands come to rest on either side of
her jaw. I stuck the advert up over a year ago. She stared out smack from the middle of
the April 2003 issue of Seventeen Magazine. I felt both sickened and arrested by her bare,
impossible beauty. No amount of New and Improved! Deep Clean Cream Cleanser
could make me look like that. She faces the camera dead on with the steely boldness of a
charmed being.

Leslie Low is another one of the charmed ones. He is nineteen and glaringly cute,
and next March he is getting conscripted for National Service. Circe says that he will
vanish into the forests of Pulau Tekong for infantry training, and the trees will spit him
out 9 weeks later— near-bald, profane and unrecognisable. The Internet at school tells me

the word Tekong means obstacles. Supposedly the island is filled with obstacles and
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hungry ghosts. Boys go missing, and the next day their remains are found bundled up
neatly along the route march trail.

Leslie clears his throat and stares out of the window. My palms are cold and I feel
a strain in my neck. I've pulled the net curtains shut so all we can see are the blurry
outlines of people, like shadow puppets, moving with dreary and orchestrated purpose.

‘You got a cool house.” Leslie says.

‘Thanks.’

Yeabh, it’s got a lot of character to it. I like the garden.’

‘Thanks.’

I could ask him about NS, I guess. How he is finding it, whether he’s ready, how
he felt about his A Level results, what he will study at university. (Economics and
Accountancy- I know this already.)

‘It'd be nice to have a-’ Leslie starts.

Do you like shoegaze?” I spit out. My voice crackles with the effort of bravado. I
clear my stupid throat. ‘Sorry- what did you say?’

‘Oh. It'd be nice to have such a big garden,” Leslie says. ‘What were you saying?’

Just- it’s. Do you like shoegaze?

‘Huh?

‘Shoegaze,” I say, my soul wilting. ‘You know, shoegaze music. Like Ride and
Slowdive and-" The blank look on his face stops me continuing.

‘Dunno what that is,” Leslie replies. ‘Sorry. You and Sisi are always into the most
random things. Like your cheem foreign films. Or all that old school, old man music
from the seventies or whatever, way before we were born.’

‘Then what kind of music are you into? I ask him.

Before he can reply I hear a snigger just on the other side of the door.

What kind of music are you into? Circe repeats, in a saccharine, modulated
imitation of my voice. She enters the room with a smirk.

Jay Chou and Taiwanese R&B,” Leslie says with not a trace of diffidence. Circe
sits on the opposite side of me from before.

“You're so cheena,” Circe says to Leslie. She turns to me with a sneer that makes
her resemble an evil twelve-year old. ‘My brother is such an ah beng. He secretly wishes
he were a Taiwanese pop star. Just like Jay Chou.’

‘What’s wrong with Jay Chou?” Leslie asks, unabashed. T bet Szu doesn’t know

about the crap you play when you think nobody is listening. All that indie is just for
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show... when you're not around, Szu, Circe listens to Britney and tries out all the dance
moves...” He grins as he spills this and I notice his big, crooked teeth for the first time.

‘Bullshit.” Circe replies.

‘Phony.” Leslie says.

Circe glares at him for a second, and then she shrugs and says, ‘So what if I like
Britney? People are entitled to like what they like. Isn’t that right, Szu?

‘Guess so,” I mutter.

I remember all the times she’s made fun of Clara Chua for idolizing Britney
Spears, because Britney is pure bubblegum and isn’t even the latest thing. Right now
people are more into the punkier Avril Lavigne. Clara is steadfast in her untrendy
adoration and Circe calls it pathetic.

It is so much harder to detest your only friend in the world when 1) It is like
deciding whether to pick the sole option on the menu or to go hungry. 2) Her hatefulness
comes and goes like a rash or a fever. 3) The memory of her kindness is so fresh that it
encourages forgiving. 4) Sometimes her slights are so slight I wonder if I imagined it and
I'm the one being mean, undeserving.

Just two nights ago I escaped from this house and Circe tucked me into bed and
let me curl up against her back like the grandest snail. I don’t know what I would have
done with myself, when the walls of my own bedroom seemed to bear down on me.
Every tile and turning was a reminder that these spaces are the same but my mother
wouldn’t be. I spent so much time detesting her. Now that she’s gone my sadness feels
murky and unearned. How to make sense of it? Circe didn’t press me to explain. She
patted my hair and put me to sleep. Now she’s like a different person, this hard little

Grinch scowling beside me.
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2020
CIRCE
16.

By the time I finish my meeting and come home I'm starving. Julius is still out and I'm
grateful to have the flat to myself. I change into my dreariest, comfiest pajamas. I'm too
lazy to cook so I have four slices of Gardenia bread for dinner instead. One spread thickly
with kaya and butter, two with strawberry jam, one with plain butter and white sugar. My
tongue goes numb with too much sweetness and my gut will complain later, even without
the treacherous worm. I hear the neighbors watching television from the left wall and I
wonder if they resent me as much as I resent them for the noise of their living.

I glare into the bathroom mirror as I wipe my eyeliner off. It’s the same face,
alright, I'm one of those people who has looked eerily unchanged since childhood. I've
remained constant in my non-descriptness. I pull at my skin, the flaws I started noticing
in flickers from my mid-twenties have decided to stay put and pronounce themselves even
more strongly on my face. There are three lines on my forehead, stretched across my skin
like guitar strings. I try to smooth them and they disappear for a moment, but only a
moment. There are crinkles at the corner of my eyes, and shadows. Pigment spots where
the sun hits.

Magazines, with their phoney advocacy of self-love, say that you learn to enjoy
being yourself the older you get. In spite of your decrepitude, your decreasing worth. Be a
peacefully deteriorating woman; covet, but also accept your lot. Believe in cosmetic
products and their promises of preservation. You are supposed to celebrate, not to
complain; to ripen like a bottle of wine, not a banana; to thrive, not to rot. You are
supposed to hold a hairbrush and lip-sync with gusto to Abba or Beyonce with your
sisters and girlfriends. You are supposed to buy tickets for movies that feature montages
precisely like that. You are supposed to hand over your money and embrace the
straightjacket of who you are and your aging. Even in this stifling city where so many
interminably young girls on the street seem to be made of porcelain and no matter how
many bowls of mee pok they wolf down in food courts, they still seem to fit into their
blog shop skirts.

I'm too young to say I'm too old for this. 'm too pasty for someone who lives
near the Equator. I finish washing my face and turn to my hands. I can see and feel my

worry all over, and it doesn’t make sense because I've built nothing valuable from this
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worry, and in my head I still feel as confused as I did at twenty years old.

The front door creaks open and then slams. It’s Julius, coming back from a work
event at some edgy new bar in Jalan Besar. I wonder from the clumsy way he’s putting
things down if he is a little drunk. I towel dry my hands and make my way to the living
room.

‘Hey Circ,’ Julius calls out. His face is a little flushed.

‘Hi,” I mumble. Julius is standing in a radius of yellow light under the living room
lamp and he too looks old. Bloated and faded at the edges. I wonder how much longer we
will live together. Our lease runs out in November, and it’s already August. This year is
already a leathery leaf curling out at the edges.

We sit and drink jasmine tea at the kitchen table.

‘Well? Julius asks, after some time.

‘Well what?”’

‘How was your day?’

‘Fine. I'm really tired.’

‘You look sad. Are you okay?

Yeah, of course. Why would you say I look sad?’

It’s all over your face.’

‘How was your night?’

‘Same old lah.” He cocks his head to one side and scrutinizes me with drunken
exagerration. ‘Are you sure you're okay? You seem bothered.’

Tm fine, I reply. I told you already.’

‘What's with the attitude? Relax.” Julius frowns and I look away.

I've always thought that telling people to relax only makes them more rigid. The
muscles at the back of my neck tense and ache.

Just asking because I'm concerned,’ Julius continues, drumming his too-long nails
on his ridged porcelain cup. T didn’t mean anything else by it.’

‘Look Julius, I'm sorry, I 'say. I just had a really long day. Work is a headache.’

‘Okay,’ Julius replies.

We sound just like a tepid, long-married couple. Both of us seem to realize this at
the same moment. Julius clears his throat. I don’t know how to fix the awkwardness that
wafts over the table like a fart. I picture Julius naked for the very first time; get a glimpse
of his long, untoned body. As if he can read my mind, he gets up in an exposed scurry.

His chair scrapes against the kitchen tiles.
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‘Guess I better sleep soon, got an early start.” He says, and yawns.

I can see the grayish pink of his gums and gullet and it reminds me of my
tapeworm and the way it abseiled audaciously down my throat, months ago. Just a faint
memory now: unfunny how pain acquires a foggy, secondhand patina in order for us to
endure its inevitable repetition. I wonder if I could call the tapeworm a form of pain. It
didn’t actually hurt. Yet the invasiveness and disgust I felt from its parasitic thievery - the
outrage - pained me.

Julius gathers his things and gets up.

“You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to be nicer,” he blurts as he leaves the room. T was
only trying to help. You shouldn’t take things out on other people.’

He’s right, and also drunk. Before I can reply he shuts the bathroom door quietly,
click and lock. Julius always takes forever in the bathroom and he’s deathly silent during
the endless minutes between entering and the hiss of the shower. Sometimes I wonder if
he goes in there to meditate. Even the gruesome, echoey plop of a turd hitting the toilet
would be demystifying. It’s reassuring to be reminded that we are all full of shit. It makes
me feel united with my fellow humans.

I make my way to bed. As I smooth overpriced night cream on my face, I marvel

at the irony of it: how I left one HDB flat and a marriage to move into a more
impersonal, rootless dwelling- dimmer, sparsely-furnished, no strings attached, no
baggage- only to have the same thing happen. Tense, arid evenings, a stalemate of two, a
man telling me to be kinder, better, to try harder; giving me advice I don’t want to hear,
instructions. When did I become so weak and easily upset? When did I switch from doing
to being done to?
Jarrold and I met at university, during the first week of my first year in NUS. He was a
third-year orientation leader, or an OL as he would call it (he was very fond of acronyms).
We met at the Ice Cream Bash for the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences where he was
handing out cups of ice cream. He looked as happy and buoyant as a Labrador. I went up
to him and asked for mint chocolate. He gave it to me, double-scooped with a smile. I
ate in front of Jarrold with a cutesy shyness, licking the neon orange spoon like a kitten.
I'd noticed him earlier and already knew his name but asked for it anyway, and introduced
myself as Circe. Like most people, he stumbled on how to say it.

Jarrold Koh. Jarold Koh Kok Yang. JKKY. I still remember the solar haze that
once gathered around his name when I thought about him. Back in 2006, JK had
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tashionably floppy hair and the carefree demeanor of a young man who believed he had
everything ahead of him. Even better, my friend Aishah told me that Jarrold used to be
severely overweight, but the rigors of National Service converted him into literally half
the man he used to be. I really liked that. Later on, when he showed me pictures of his
teenhood he looked like an indistinct version of his current self. It had the effect of
making him seem more tentative. At the time, how I admired his discipline, loved the
idea that he had condensed himself so that he would occupy less space in the world. There
was something poetic about that.

Eleven years later, after our relationship had grown big and strong and placidly
devoured our twenties, things simply collapsed. The evening that my husband broke down
at me, we were stranded in City Hall, the station buzzing and agitated as a hive full of
worker bees. Jarrold’s face was two wet eyes, an unremarkable nose, mouth formed into a
downwards cashew shape.

Crying emasculated him. I felt bad and backward for thinking so, and this feeling
bad didn’t redeem or negate my meanness, it worsened it.

‘Sorry, sorry, I kept muttering under my breath. It’s gonna be okay,” I said,
though I didn’t mean it.

Over time, unwittingly, I had come to perceive him as someone I worked with
but didn’t know very well and would never consort with socially. Someone whom
ummed-and-aahed, who apologized so incessantly that it was irritating. Every evening we
talked over each other in circles and absolutes, casting desperate blame-spells and
generalizations like a blanket over a dying animal. By that point it was you always do this
and why do you always do that. Everything we did together was fraught and boring. Every
breakfast was a battle. I developed a newfound appreciation for walls and doors and the
socially acceptable distraction of my device screens.

Above us the announcement ticker kept on changing just a milisecond before I
could focus on what it read. An impersonal voice called out that the North bound train
was arriving in two minutes. When I looked up the air around Jarrold seemed to fizz with
finality.

Sorry? he said. ‘Wah lau. Don’t you have anything else to say? Is that all you've
got? “Sorry?” Ten years and that’s it”

Eleven years, I thought, as I shook my head at him. I looked around at the aunties
rushing to trains with their herds of kids and sloe-eyed young women texting as they

walked and hair-gelled uncles and NS boys with their green caps and heavy rucksacks—
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everyone brimming with unremarkable purpose. How I envied their detachment. I
shivered.

‘To be honest, I don’t know what else I can say, Jarrold.” I finally replied.

It was all I could think to respond, even if the phrase “to be honest” has always
seemed to me to draw attention to a default of dishonesty. We were standing on either
side of a semi-circular marble bench. Jarrold gulped and began to speak in a choked, testy
voice that made me fidget with the fear of being overheard:

‘Listen,” he said. T know I'm nothing special.” He kept on staring at me
imploringly, trying to catch my eyes. I know you could get on the MRT right now or you
could glance around the CBD and see ten other guys just like me.’

He was right; by that point, in my dreams, he was always a shadow or a series of
shadows, not even a real face to pin my frustration on.

‘Circe, are you even listening?’ Jarrold asked. ‘Because you're not being fair, or very
nice to me. 'm no CEQ, obviously, I'm no stock trader. I don’t have a lot of money or
any special skills. I know that you don’t take my job very seriously-’

‘That’s not true-’ I interrupted.

‘Wait, let me finish-’

T don’t know where you got that from,’ I said. ‘You can’t just accuse me of things
with no basis. I /ike that you work for Chan Brothers. It fulfils you. We've gotten some
amazing travel discounts. I've never said I don’t take it seri-’

‘That’s not the point, Circe.” he said, and his face was all red.

‘What is the point, then”

‘Look. I love you. And isn’t that something? I care about us. I still think we can
work. But it won’t happen if you don’t try as well.’

I squirm internally at love and us and we. I didn’t know how to tell this husband-
shaped-human I had been trying all my life, and at just thirty-one, I was sick of it.
Standing there, in a split second I ran through our entire shared history: tentative first
love at university, being coupled together, BBQs and potlucks with other couples, nobody
discussing their sex lives openly, hand-holding as if life depended on it. Sentosa Beach.
Triple dates to the cinema. Cell groups. Long-term safety. Short-term smugness at how
sorry our shy single friends seemed. Applying for our HDB flat together. Tepid in-jokes.
Culinary classes after work. Couples’ Akido. Packaged diving holidays. My aunts and
uncles smiling benignly at me, looking hopefully toward my tummy. Spiralisers. Five-

year schemes.
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No more of that. Even thinking about it now I feel squeezed. I knew I'd rather be
alone than keep on pretending. Who my true self is, I'm not even sure.

Maybe my sanctimonious brother Leslie is correct: I'm shallow and mean.

b

The following Monday morning I find a brown envelope on my desk at work. Made out
to just Circe handwritten in childish black Sharpie pen capitals, with no return address.

‘Did Miki put this on my desk? I ask Irfan. Miki is the intern who sorts out the
mail.

‘Dunno,” Irfan replies. T just got in. Why. You got love letter?” his goofy smile
offers a flash of his perfect teeth, and I'm reminded of the fact that he could be cute if he
wasn't so annoying.

The envelope is padded in bubble wrap, extremely crinkled and roughly the size of
a greeting card. I already know what to expect. It’s the paper cuts again, three this time.
Made of dark red crepe paper, somewhat unevenly snipped at the edges, crude shapes
formed: a wide-eyed rabbit, huddled sideways, a grinning monkey with soup-cup ears, a
coiled snake with a raggedy crepe tongue. I smooth out the crumples on the snake stencil.
Its body curls through itself like a paper pretzel, ending in two lopsided eyes and a shred
for a tongue. It reminds me of my tapeworm. I keep the paper cut Cestoda flattened out
carefully by my scroll pad and put the other two stencils away in their envelope, back on
my letter tray.

I crack my knuckles and open up my emails. There’s a progress report from Koya,
the marketing wunderkid in our Novena office. At the end of the document is an
attachment. A younger version of the Amisa I knew pops up from the left of the screen,
in a white dress with a high neck. It resembles a cheongsam collar. She looks like a
wartime ghost; haunting and haunted. She has one hand held up against her throat and
she stares coyly over her right shoulder toward the camera, lips pursed into a line with a
slight, forced curve. She could be Madame White Snake, or a fox spirit, a forlorn liar, a
trickster.

Beside her is a better quality, practically luminous photo of the new Pontianak.
PONTI 2020. The studio has just cast a Eurasian model/influencer/singer named Eunice
Prinze after online scouting and two rounds of auditions. She’s adopting the same pose as
Amisa but she is zero ghost and 100% tastefully sexy woman. Gaze toward the camera,

hand resting on throat. Artful cleavage. Mouth slightly parted. Eunice has really built a
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profile over the past couple of months. I've seen her pulling her sleek chestnut ponytail
and winking from the cover of CLEO magazine; grinning like a healthful sunbeam in a
probiotic yogurt ad on TV. She is half Indo-Chinese, a quarter Dutch, a quarter Polish
and has that wide-eyed, ethnically ambiguous (mostly European) look that we know will
make her massively saleable internationally. Someone like Amisa would never get
anything beyond the bit part of a dim sum waitress now, she looks too Chinese and too
toreboding, and that’s how it is.

But Eunice is familiar yet exotic; white enough to fit in, desirably foreign enough
to stand out. Nineteen and gorgeous and invincible. I click on the link and watch Eunice’s
mini-showreel. She’s even prettier in motion. Some girls (Category A) have a warm,
inviting beauty; others (Category B) possess the sort that shuts other women out and
makes them regret their spells of comfort snacking. Eunice is beautiful in an infuriatingly
endearing way that makes you think, what a nice, chill girl, too lovely to hate. Let’s call
her the rarest hybrid, Category C. Marketing gold. Queen of Buyable Hope. Conqueror
of multiple demographics. Her voice is a dulcet, Transatlantic drawl that dips in and out
of reality star vocal fry. She has that whole long-limbed, languid Bambi thing going.

‘What do you think? Jeanette asks. I turn around. She is standing behind my chair
holding a coffee and wearing some kind of jumpsuit that would not look out of place in a
Bond movie. Definitely Category B. I shrug at her.

Yeah, she looks good I guess. Very slick promo image. I thought they wanted lo-
fi? I prefer the original actress.’

‘Hmm,’ Jeanette says, tilting her head slightly at the screen. ‘You like the old one,
ah? She passed away. Nothing we can do. Unless she has a daughter who looks just like
her.

Yeah, too bad,’ I add, to quell the jagged alarm I feel.

Amisa’s funeral: sixteen years ago, in August. Just before the Hungry Ghost
Festival. I attended all three days of the wake. It felt everlasting, those humid striplit
nights full of muted strangers and Szu beckoning me over, pale and clingy and desolate.

‘Anyway,” Jeanette continues. I think they meant lo-fi in an edgy way. Says so in
the brief.

T know, but she looks like...superhero movie slick.’

‘Well, that goes with Leow’s rewrite. You know, the redemption story arc. He
wants to make it arty but all action. Like Wong Kar Wai mixed with Quentin

Tarantino.’
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‘Wow. Good luck to him,’

In the original Ponti which 1 finally watched recently, the monster has no
redemption. She never says sorry. Not over her dead body. She wreaks havoc until the
bitter end. After the hero hammers a nail into her neck, she wails and screams and refuses
to transform into a docile wifeling. Instead, the earth rises up and a big banana tree
engulfs her with a violent rumble, a caterwaul of rushing earth. It’s left ambiguous
whether she is vanquished or has merely found a way to escape from the good witch
doctor, the hero, and the brave villagers.

T mean, her look is completely off-brand.” I say, peering at the screen. “This new
girl’s not even scary.’

If you watched the original trilogy carefully,’ Jeanette says pointedly, It’s not
meant to be scary. It’'s B-horror, sexy entertainment. Besides, it’s a reboot, not a shot-by-
shot remake. So.’

‘Thanks for explaining, Jeanette. I really appreciate it.’

‘No problem. Anyway, Eunice Prinze has enough social media followers for a
small kingdom. She’s a real influencer. That counts for more than being scary.’

‘Hm. Okay.’

I swivel my chair and turn back to my screen. After a minute I get up. In the
office pantry I put the kettle on and lean against the counter. I take tiny sips of green tea.
Everyone and everything gets old and outdated in time. One day the shitty corporate mug
I'm holding will be somebody’s antique, and design plans of construction cranes will be
displayed in robot museums. People will no longer need to speak. We will swipe and
intuite everything. And I'll be long dead and done, just like Amisa Tan.

After a minute or two I walk back to my desk. My monitor screen momentarily
startles me. From a short distance away it’s like one of those freaky optical illusions—no
matter where I'm standing the eyes of the outdated woman on the left seem to follow

me.
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2003
SZU
17.

It is the second day of the wake and I have spent the last few hours as the sky begins to
darken greeting the steady stream of guests. Right now I'm sitting in a plastic chair on the
verandah, spacing out so much that my eyes are going blurry. The yellowed ceiling fan
swivels in place with slow precariousness.

I take a break and go to the kitchen to gawp at the open fridge. A tub of tofu has
split and drooled brine onto a huddle of cloud ear mushrooms on the shelf below.
Disgusting: all these dead plants, dead meat. I don’t want any of it inside me. I get a rag
to wipe up the mess. As I wring it clean under the tap my aunt calls for me.

Your friend is here,’ she says.

Circe pokes her head around the kitchen doorframe.

Hi)

‘Oh hey, I reply.

‘Thought I'd come by to see how you were doing,” Circe says. ‘Have you smelt the
haze?

‘Smoky.

Tm choking to death.’

We wander out to the driveway. Aunt Yunxi is sitting by the side of the coftfin
speaking in low, hushed tones to a sobbing woman with a cropped haircuit. It is Lian
Ying, one of my mother’s long-term clients, who was crying dramatically yesterday too.
We take a seat on two plastic chairs just out of earshot.

‘That weirdo is here two nights in a row!” Circe says. ‘Who even is she.’

It’s your second night here too,” I reply, and instantly regret my bluntness. I hate
the doglike apology in my smile, my aching cheeks.

‘What's your problem? I can go if you want.” Circe says, unsmiling.

‘No, sorry.” I say. Don’t go.’

‘Fine, says Circe. She sounds pleased.

T wish I never had to go back to school.” I say to change the topic.

You'll get over it,” she replies. She is still watching Aunt Yunxi and the attention-
seeking cryer. ‘Oh,” she adds, ‘Leslie says you're pleasant.’

‘Thanks? I reply. My cheeks heat up both with the awkward placement of that
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comment and also how vague it is. What does pleasant mean? Scenery is pleasant. The
scented hand towels you get in seafood restaurants are pleasant.

I glance over at Circe’s cheek and the tips of her eyelashes as she blinks. She turns
back toward me and just as she’s about to speak her focus shifts over my shoulder. I
follow her stare. A willowy young woman is coming up the driveway. She wears a black
maxi dress and clog sandals that buckle around the top of her slim feet. Her wooden soles
go clop-clop on the cement. She comes over to where Circe and I are sitting to pick up a
piece of red thread from the pile beside us.

‘Would you like a drink? I ask her.

‘Oh, yes please.” the woman replies. “That would be nice.” I bring her a packet of
red longan tea.

‘Thank you,’ she says as she sips through the straw. ‘I was feeling very heaty. Are
you Amisa’s daughters?’

‘Not me, her.” Circe replies. ‘She’s Szu, and I'm Circe.’

It’s very nice to meet you Szu,” the woman says. ‘Wait, which one is Szu?’

Tam.

‘Ah, I 'see.” she says. How grown up you are!’

Circe and I exchange a look.

The woman is very statuesque. She smells like classy boutiques, and up close I see
the foundation patted all over into her face, spread over her pores and slightly smudged in
the humidity. She could be anything between her late-twenties to early forties.

‘Did you work with my mother too?” I ask. Out of the corner of my eye I notice
that my aunt is sitting ramrod straight and watching us.

‘Not me,” the woman replies. Iskandar Wiryanto is my dad. He worked with your
mother.

She’s smiling but her eyes are serious.

‘Can I help you?” my aunt asks. She’s come up behind us. She sits down one chair
away from the woman.

T was just chatting with your granddaughter.’

‘She’s my niece.” Aunt Yunxi says, unsmiling. ‘Have we met? she continues. Tm
Yunxi

Tm Novita,” the woman says, embarrassed. My father directed the Ponti movies.’

‘Ah, of course. Iskandar Wiryanto,” says Aunt Yunxi. T heard so much about him.

How is he?
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‘He passed, ten years ago.’

Tm sorry.

Tt happens,” Novita replies, taking in the funeral awning. T didn’'t know Amisa
had family in Singapore. We spent a lot of time together.” Novita directs this statement
at me, not Aunt Yunxi.'Would you like to hear a story about your mom, Szu?

‘Got no time.’ says Aunt Yunxi.

‘Uh. Sure.” I reply, even though I don't like the way the woman addresses me as if
I'm six, not sixteen. ‘What story?”’

Beside me, Circe leans forward in her chair.

‘Oh, a funny one,” Novita says. She glances toward my aunt. T1l keep it brief. I
was five when they filmed Ponzi. The first time I met your mother on set, she approached
me wearing this light brown samfoo, her hair in braids. Even dressed so plainly, she
looked like a princess. Just so perfect. We played marbles on set. Anyway, the second
time I visited the set, my father points at this cluster of huge banana trees and says hey
Novita, why don’t you go over there. Maybe I've hidden a present. So I do that. And just
when I get really close the leaves rustle, and your mother leaps out at me, growling. This
time she’s all in white and her mouth is bloody. I screamed and ran and didn’t see the
metal pole.

Jeez,” Circe says. Novita looks around at her audience of three, including my
frowning aunt who has her arms crossed.

‘Then what? asks Circe.

T knocked my front tooth out. I still remember the crunch. I saw stars. Blood
everywhere. We were never able to find it. We looked all over.’

‘So Mrs. Ng scared the tooth out of you,” Circe says, and laughs.

‘Oh yes!” Novita says, and clasps her hands.

I imagine my mother parting the leaf blades, feral, angry. It makes me shiver.
Aunt Yunxi has a hooded expression on her face. Her mouth is pursed.

I grimace at Novita. I don’t know what to say. I assume she’s mistaken Circe for
me again, as if we’re completely interchangeable. Novita brings her hand up to tuck her
hair behind her ear and I notice her fingernails, dirty, chipped with bright red polish.

‘Well, thanks for coming to pay your respects, Aunt Yunxi says. ‘But I'm afraid
we are packing up.’

I glance at the clock, it’s only 10pm. Last night we wrapped up long past 11.

‘What a shame.” Novita says. ‘Szu, I have so much I want to tell you about your

227



mother.

‘Another time. Thanks for coming,” Aunt Yunxi says. T1l show you to the gate.’

My aunt gets up from her chair and stands there staring at Novita like she’s a
picture she wants to take off the wall. Novita picks up her bag and slings it back over her
shoulder. She reaches over Circe to throw her drink packet in the black bin. When she
looks back I am surprised to see that her eyes are reddened and a little wet. She stares at
me for a moment.

It’s nice to meet you.” she says. T1l see myself out.’

We watch her totter down the driveway. I keep expecting her to veer around and
shout something crazy. But she reaches the gate, unlatches it, and avoids our eyes as she
turns to shut it behind her.

‘That was awkward.” Circe mutters.

‘Shouldn’t you be on your way too?” Aunt Yunxi asks.

That night I dream of my mother with her hair in an uncharacteristic high ponytail, like
one of the volleyball girls at school. Her expression is mild and almost peaceful. She walks
up the corridor that runs along the kitchen to my bedroom, to hers, and ends at Aunt
Yunxi’s door at the bottom of the hall. She skims and traces the left wall with her
tingertips. The smell of burnt tuberose fills the hallway, acrid and distinct. Under Aunt
Yunxi’s door a red light is glowing. The light gets brighter and brighter and frames my
mother’s smooth, sunken cheek in orangey-red. She reaches out to turn the handle,
changes her mind and turns toward the extraterresterial glow of the kitchen. That striking
woman from earlier tonight is standing in front of the counter, as tall as the fridge. I can’t
remember her name. She stares at my mother; her big eyes doleful as a puppy’s. My
mother reaches toward her and takes her hand. The woman stoops as she follows. When
they are out in the corridor the woman seems to grow; she has to curve her back and
hunch up her shoulders. My mother leads her past our doors and toward Aunt Yunxi’s
room. When they reach the doorframe with its lip of light they round about and come
back down the hallway again. My mother’s bare feet are silent but the woman’s clog shoes
clop across the tiled floor. I half-open my eyes and stir in bed. My bedroom is bathed in
the watery blue of so-late-it's-morning. Two feet away, the clop-clop-clop sounds out
just on the other side of my bedroom door. I blink awake and try to move, fail, listen,
panic. By the time my hand meets my face the clopping is replaced by the drone and

thump of garbage trucks.
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1978
AMISA
18.

The first Monday after Didi died, Amisa auditioned for the role of Ponti. It took place
on the same day as Didi’s funeral, but she couldn’t bear to go. She stood before Iskandar
and his producers in a hollow-eyed daze, did as he said. The motions felt effortless; she
had nothing to lose. They offered her the role on the spot. The next morning she quit her
job at the Paradise Theatre. Filming started six weeks later, in January.

Every morning as she brushed her teeth she looked in the mirror and thought:
Full Time Actress and Most Beautiful Woman in Asia. Her ego bloomed like the tacky
purple flowers printed on the shower curtain. Her hope yawned out over the horizon. She
loved the calm eye of the recording cameras, the blinking lights, the costume changes, the
gallons of fake blood, fake knives, fake leaves, fake walls, the hustle and hassle of people
all gathered to shoot her. The only problem was that she was finding the actual acting
harder than she thought.

Some nights Wei Loong came to watch her filming after work. Having him
there should have comforted her, but instead she felt even more stilted. Iskandar
Wiryanto no longer treated her with the same gushing reverence as their first meeting.
One week into the shoot, he had already revealed himself to be a tyrant, a small-time
despot, an egomaniac. But she had signed a contract for three films and would have to see
it through.

At the start of week two, they were filming in a field at 2:30 a.m. Even her
husband’s presence failed to quell Iskandar’s anger.

‘You are driving me mad! This is not working. Useless. Unusable. We are all
doomed.’

Iskandar knocked the clapperboard out of the assistant’s hand and marched
toward her. Amisa stood in front of the film crew with the lights trained on her, in a thin
white dress, barefoot. Her legs were covered in mud and she had twigs in her long black
hair. Make up made her face chalky, her eyes rimmed in bruises, and she shivered even
though it wasn’t cold.

‘Here. Stand here, like that, on the mark.” He said, pointing. ‘And you've got to
make a show of it when you come out of the tree. Make it more expressive. Right now

you are really like a corpse. This is the big reveal. Have some energy. Be graceful, like a
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dancer, a scary dancer.’

T don’t know what you mean. I can dance, but I don’t know what’s a scary dancer.’

‘EXPRESSIVE DANCER?

‘What is that? Why must you always say so cheem?

‘Are you stupid?

‘No, I'm not, and you can’t talk to me like that.” She crossed her arms and jutted
out her jaw.

‘Come with me,” he said. He grabbed her arm. Her husband just looked on, as did
the two camera assistants and the surly electrician Ah Choon who had a mild smirk on his
tace. Iskandar Wiryanto led her past the piled-up equipment and empty catering table,
over to his tan brown Ford Cortina in the car park.

‘Get in, he said.

‘Why?

‘Because I say so.’

Reluctantly, she sat in the passenger seat. He got in beside her and slammed the
door. It was dark in the car and its vinyl upholstery reeked of smoke and pickles.

‘Where are we going?

‘Nowhere, that’s the point. Listen Amisa, I know we have our differences. But I
have so much faith in you. I know you can do something special.” His voice was slow and
soft and his moustache moved as he talked so she could only see the bottom of his mouth
like a ventriloquist’s puppet. ‘You have to channel the right energy and really focus. Stop
just standing there and look pretty only. Be like how you were on your audition.
Remember when you cried and howled, and you were so furious that we thought you
were going to scratch our eyes out? Hamid and Chek Bee and Roddy and I were blown
away. Completely floored. Try and equal that.’

‘My brother just died, back then.” she said. She stared at her small pale hands on
her lap and the remembering subdued her.

‘Look at me.’

‘Don't tell me what to do.’

‘Why not, I'm your director. It’s my job. And we signed a contract.’

She turned toward him slowly, her face catching a slice of yellow light. ‘What do
you want?’

Your power. Ponti needs some of that. Without your power there is no film: my

vision is ruined. Don’t just rely on your looks. That’s the easy way out. Be my Pontianak,
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my murderous ghost, inside and out. Go deeper. Channel all the shit you want to shout
about. You feel a lot Amisa, I can tell. It’s all seething under that perfect face of yours,
waiting to be coaxed out. Life is loss, right? You're only twenty, but don’t you have
regrets, don’t you worry where the time has gone? You might tell me, no Iskandar, I'm so
young and pretty, saya tidak mengerti! But I'd know you are lying. Because everybody has
regrets. And everybody wonders where time has gone.’

She sighed and looked out of the window, at the carpark with its reed-grown,
sordid lots.

“Your brother would be happy for you to do well,” he continued, softly. T know he
would. Trust me. You can be great. You have something special.’

Iskandar Wiryanto was fifty-five and still reminded her of a hawk eagle. She felt a
pang in her chest partly engendered by that likeness. Inside the stuffy car, it dawned on
her for the first and only time in her life: this strong, disorienting twinge that straddled
tear and pleasure. She respected him, she supposed. He scared her, and nobody else
commanded that. She wanted to prove him right. What was special about her, behind her
incredible face? Did she really have a lodestone of wonderfulness nested inside; something
chimeric that sparkled and warped, a brilliance waiting to be called? She didn’t know, but
he seemed sure.

She started going over to the Wiryanto’s house after shoots some evenings or late
afternoons, depending when they wrapped and what time they started. This was common
knowledge amongst the crew and her co-stars and Amisa adopted the same prideful
unabashedness that she had in her village. So what if people thought she and Iskandar
thrice weekly typified a film industry cliché, the ingénue-leading actress sleeping with the
aging director. The most appealing penis being the one attached to the most power. So
what if most of the crew and co-stars hated her, and Novita, the director’s five year-old
daughter, followed her around set like an annoying little ghost she couldn’t shake off.

The Wiryantos lived in a sprawling, professionally decorated bungalow in East
Coast with two separate wings. Mrs. Wiryanto occupied the left wing, which smelt of
lilacs and citrus. Amisa only peeked in once; saw a labrinth of walkthrough cupboards
filled with steam-pressed designer gowns and endless shoes in fancy boxes.

Novita had a round room in the middle full of toys still perfectly new and
wrapped up in plastic. Mrs. Wiryanto encouraged her daughter to be a collector, rather
than someone who messed and crinkled things up. The right wing was Iskandar’s domain,

where he conceptualised and wrote his scripts. He occupied a huge book-lined study with
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a parquet floor, big television, a record player and a board for his script ideas. It was this
room that Amisa followed him into during her visits, and he always locked the door
behind her. His daughter waited outside, scratching at the wood grain from time to time
like a small dog that hadn’t been fed.

Inside, everyone thought they were fucking like animals. It would have seemed so;
she emerged from the house with messy hair, dazed eyes. Even Wei Loong, she was sure,
must have pictured filth in there with the same limp, helpless anger that made her detest
him. Ah Choon the gaffer, Anson the second camera operator and Poh Heng the special
effects man were the worst gossips of all. She heard them conferring behind a
bougainvillea bush at lunch break the week before. They were saying the lewdest things in
Hokkien about what she and Iskandar got up to in his house; what Iskandar was sticking
in her front and back doors, how many times, what their little Indo-Chinese baby would
look like with such a lunatic for a dad and a dumb, moody bitch for a mother, whether
poor Novita had to plug her ears with cotton wool to drown out the horrible sounds.
Amisa didn’t bother to shove her way through the bushes and confront them.

The truth was, she wished their speculations were true. By then, it was what she
wanted. She surprised herself. She had fallen in love with the most hideous man she had
ever met. Unbeknowest to almost everyone else, the handsome leading actor Abdul Aziz
was the one who snuck in and out of Mrs. Wiryanto’s wing, and one time they even ran
into him in the corridor wearing nothing but a towel, his glistening broad chest exposed.
Iskandar waved cheerfully to him and told him ‘have fun, just be careful.’

What Amisa and Iskandar did in the locked room did not fit the mode of a
conventional affair. Because the thing was, apart from that first time in the Ford Cortina,
he didn’t lay a finger on her.

It went like this. They entered the room. She put down her bag. He drew up a
chair and sat. He pointed and made her lie in the middle of the floor, with her arms and
legs spread out. Most times she was fully clothed, other times he made her take all her
clothes off and get into a pair of faded white trunks that looked like adult diapers. She
would cross her arms over her breasts and he would say don’t be stupid, put them down.
And he would talk to her. That was it, just talk, but how potent his talk. Spirals of speech
about how boring she was making herself and how much better she actually was. How she
was a dead gray soul in a beautiful shell, or a sublime soul in a flawless but awful husk of
being, depending on his mood. How her beauty meant nothing in a murderous world

where men just wanted to fuck and kill her and nobody cared what she thought. And
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woman saw her as a challenge, or a husband-thief. He brought up her brother, her
mother, her sister, her village and how they disapproved of her. He made her tell him how
many men she had slept with, an estimate, and he sneered. He was so impossibly cruel
that after a while she just took it, came to expect the degradation, felt it was somehow
deserved. He made her repeat lines of the script to him over and over until the meanings
of the words stopped making sense, and then he laughed at her English pronounciation
and told her it didn’t matter what she sounded like, they were dubbing the films over
anyway with a voice actress from Los Angeles called Savannah Roberts, and Amisa
couldn’t sound better or more intelligible even if she tried for a million years. He broke
her spirit and built her up again within the hour by soothing her with his honeyed voice,
telling her impassioned stories about the tangled wilderness of Sumatran jungles, the
slaughter of hundreds of thousands of communists, the terrible ways that Suharto’s
dictatorship prevailed, how he had no choice but to leave forever, his life now scattered
across Asia and Europe, his artistic vision - to make these horror films that would put
Indonesia and Singapore on the world map. He had so many myths to tell, an
unquenchable thirst to cram his moods and memories into 90 pages of script and make it
explode across the screen. The character of Ponti he based on his own dead mother, who
bore a slight resemblance to her. He would make her unbelievably famous. Her face
would grace billboards in Hong Kong, Paris, Hollywood, she would fly across the world
in private jets, she would be his muse and they would attend the Golden Horse Awards
and the Oscars together. She would be immortal.

One day, she got up and reached her arms toward him, half naked and so lissom
and entreating with her hair all mussed, pert breasts and sparkling eyes. She was giving it
her best shot. He put his arms up in a gesture of polite disgust and supplication. He was
so good at saying and doing things that were both commanding and placatory all at once.

‘Put it away! You're very beautiful, but you’re just not my type, Iskandar said.
‘You are getting so much better, Amisa. But this is a strictly professional relationship, and
I'd like to keep it that way. Besides, I'm too old for you, and I think your flavourless
husband is good for your health. You're a chilli padi and you need something bland. Don’t
touch me lah. Like I said before, I'm a happily married man.’

Amisa sputtered like a false engine and didn’t know what to do with her arms.
Her breasts suddenly embarrassed her, as did the febrile arousal she could feel vaporising
off her skin. She put her clothes on; stung by the first sexual refusal she had ever received

in her life. She had thought she was invincible. She had thought no man could resist her.
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He drove her home that evening with his daughter buckled in the back seat.
Amisa maintained a sullen silence, curtly ignoring Novita’s questions about what was that
tree, what was that building? Iskandar sighed at the wheel and switched the radio station
on to Gold 90.5.

It’s a balmy Friday, October 5%, 1978. Temperature is 32 degrees Celsius, with
variable clouds. There’s a traffic jam on the PIE owing to a road obstruction. I hope
youre all having a wonderful evening otherwise. Here’s a track to relax to, from
Fleetwood Mac,’ the presenter drawled.

Amisa wasn’t paying attention; instead she watched the city rush past her, grids of
office lights and long rows of sea apple trees, onward toward Toa Payoh and her sulking
husband. The song started innocuously enough, gentle chord progressions, subdued
temale voice in the timely folk twang.

But exactly thirty seconds in, when Stevie Nicks drew out the word “landslide”
Amisa recoiled like she’d been hit in the face. She started to sob. She couldn’t help it.
Every subsequent line and shift of the song took on an unbearable potency. The voice
emitting from the dashboard speakers sounded so private and subdued, as its owner was
trying and failing to keep her grief to herself. Infected by the symptoms of this lilting
American melody, how incurably sad Amisa felt. Didi, she thought. Didi, Didi, Didi.
With each verse, Amisa’s cries jagged and amplified inside the car. Iskandar glanced at
her and turned the volume up, up, up as Novita looked on, confused and fraught. At the
traffic junction the drivers of the cars on either side of them glanced over at the baffling
tableau: man blasting a folk song, beautiful woman crying, baffled child in the back seat.

From then on, when the moment called during their evenings together, Iskandar
wriggled his eyebrows as he put the needle on the record and the black vinyl started to
spin like a blade. “Landslide” filled the walls of his study, that husky voice everywhere, the
hurtful chords. He played it on set, too, when he wanted to break her, over and over until
everyone was sick to death of it and said it made them bleed from their ears. But nobody
could deny that the song did something. The actress’s cold eyes would darken, and Ponti
began to embody this exquisite awful sadness. The change was immediate and apparent.
He wrung her of every ounce of emotion until one day, finally, filming was done.

‘That’s a wrap,” Iskandar said. T have always wanted to say that.” The cast and crew
clapped politely, sighs of relief all around. Amisa sat half in and out of her stupid banyan

tree, completely spent.
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Iskandar had huge plans for the premiere. And distribution. And promoting the film. As
it turned out, so did a Philipino director called Bobby Suarez, who had been shooting a
movie at the same time. It was called They Call Her Cleopatra Wong and starred a
winsome girl named Marrie Lee who had feathered hair and a searchlight smile. If you
put their headshots side by side, you would rather be friends with Marrie Lee than Amisa
Tan.

Marrie Lee played Cleopatra Wong, a female Interpol agent who high-kicked
and stunt-fighted her way to the bottom of a conspiracy involving imposter monks. It
was a Phillipine-Singapore international co-production and superspies were sexy and
trendy. Nobody cared about pontianaks, so dated, superstitions were being sieved out, less
people wanted to engage with ghosts. There was only room for one local film to be
screened this year, not enough support and interest, financial decision, nothing personal or
about the quality of your film, man. Those were the reasons the distributors cited, and the
small, independent cinemas that flatly refused to screen the film. Besides, there had
recently been a film called Pontianak directed by Roger Sutton. Eventually they found
one theatre that would take it, a two-screener in Bishan. At the premiere, Amisa wore a
black bias cut dress and grinned skulllike for the cameras. The auditorium was half-
empty. She sat in between Iskandar Wiryanto and Wei Loong, who fell asleep during the
last half an hour of the film.

They shot Ponti 2 shortly after, cast and crew dejected, but the Wiryantos paid
them relatively well, enough to put food on the table. And that sufficed to make people
put up with someone as difficult and deluded as Iskandar Wiryanto. The first film went
nowhere, ditto the second. By the time they shot Ponti 3: Curse of the Bomoh in 1981, it
was like watching a tree fall in the most distant forest in slow, labourious motion. Even
the script was so terrible that it was as though Iskander had given up in the writing
process and knew it wouldn’t go anywhere. Filming it was like watching paint dry and
slow clapping at the end result. Nobody dared to say it, but the trilogy was a vanity
project, an elaborate and costly present from Mrs. to Mr. Wiryanto, facilitating his
wishes and delusions of grandeur that seemed to slip farther from realisation with each
successive attempt.

At home, Wei Loong and Amisa shared a bed but hardly touched. He was sore
about Iskandar despite her protestations of professionalism; he didn’t believe that Iskandar
had never entered her smooth, yielding body, not even kissed her. Why, then, did she go

over to his house so often? The crew all laughed at him, he was a conscious cuckold. They
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shared meals in silence, filled the hours before sleep with television. It was hard to
remember that any kinship or affection had ever existed between them.

The week after they wrapped Ponti 3 Amisa returned to the Paradise Theatre,
now called the Everitt Cineplex. She asked for Rocky and was directed to his office
upstairs. He didn’t look surprised to see her.

‘Always knew you'd be back,” he said.
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2003
SZU
19.

It’s the final evening of the funeral and I've had enough. I glance at the clock and try not
to let it be too obvious that I'm counting time. The white blouse I've been wearing every
day has started to smell. Circe arrived an hour ago, uncharacteristically on time. Dressed
in a black t-shirt and jeans, she’s subdued, solemn.

The clock reads ten minutes to ten when my father comes down the driveway. I
draw a sharp intake of breath and my whole body feels limp and light. My father has been
gone for nine years and as he gets closer he looks younger, not older than I remembered.
His hair is mostly black and slicked to the sides with pomade. He is tanned and wears a
dark short-sleeved shirt and pressed trousers. Somehow when I imagined him in the
present I always pictured him as scrawny and destitute, a castaway with crustacean
whiskers and a balding pate of hair.

‘Hello Szu,” he says. His voice is new, carroty. I remembered it all wrong.

I stand there and gawp at him for a second. I feel a prickle in my chest both
expansive and painfully specific. I turn to Circe mechanically and stage whisper, ‘That’s
my dad.’

She is silent, just looks at me and back at him with checkout blankness.

‘Szu Min,” my father says, like he’s testing out the sound of my name. He looks
me straight on and my jaw tenses.

I turn away and almost knock into Aunt Yunxi.

‘How good of you to show up,” she says. Although her tone is even, calm,
conscious of our visitors, people turn to watch us. Humans have this spectating instinct
for drama.

T don’t know what your purpose is,” Aunt Yunxi says in a flat voice to him, in
Hokkien. ‘But it’s not the right time.’

Is it possible that my father disappeared into a time machine and has only now
tfound his way back? He hasn’t aged a day; he looks well fed and well slept. I press my toes
into my canvas shoes and wriggle them out of reflex, just to check I'm not dreaming.

T saw the obituary in the papers,” my young-looking father replies in Hokkien. ‘I
want to pay my respects.] used to live here, this was my house.’

‘Not any more,” my aunt says.
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My father lets out a long exhale. He is holding a pair of sunglasses in one hand
and he reaches up to place them on his head as he stares at my aunt.

‘The obituary wasn’t put there for you, Aunt Yunxi continues, arms akimbo.
‘Look, Ah Loong, why don’t you pay your respects. Then go. Now is not the time to
make a scene.’

‘Who are you to talk to me like this?” my father asks. “To act so high and mighty?
What gives you the right?’

His tone thickens the air. Everyone stares.

‘Does Szu know?” my father asks, looking at me like we’re on the same team.

My aunt just ignores him. Two of our guests have come to her side, burly men
with oily combovers and thick forearms.

‘Please go,” Aunt Yunxie says. Her tone is flat and polite.

‘Please go,” I repeat. You shouldn’t be here.” My voice catches on the last word.

‘Don’t you think you should tell her?” my father asks my aunt. She just glares at
him.

He turns to me.

‘She’s not your real aunt,’ he spits out, eyes afire. ‘Did your mother ever tell you?
Did you guess? They just used to live together. She’s not even related-’

‘Cut it out!” a man calls out from the side. How can you be so disrespectful.’

‘This woman is a scammer,” my father continues, gesturing toward Aunt Yunxi.
‘Always has been. She was a bad influence on your mother. She only moved in so she
could live in the house and do her black magic here. She can’t be trusted.’

‘Go away, I say, in English. ‘Stop bad mouthing my aunt.’

He looks at me, surprised, with his bulgey goldfish eyes and his Adam’s apple
moving up and down in his throat. I'm only a little shorter than him. He’s half of who I
am but I feel no more alike to him than I did to my mother.

“You shouldn’t be here,’ another man says to my father in Mandarin. He comes
torward and moves toward him, but before anything happens my father backs off and
begins to walk away. It’s like a slow, embarrassing nightmare repeating itself. I'm eight all
over again and keep expecting him to turn around. He walks speedily, with purpose, as if
he’s on his way to an important meeting. I misremembered him kind. Cowardly, but
kind. Now I bore holes into the back of his head. My heart is thumping and I can feel the
blood whistling around my ears as I watch him leave. The gate clangs, he’s left it slightly

ajar. I consider running after him, but I don’t know if I would hug him or hit him.
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Circe and I retreat into the house. She’s animated by the drama. I can tell by her
jerky movements and the brightness in her eyes.

Jeez, she says. ‘Are you okay? So that guy was your dad? That was mega
awkward.’

Yep.

‘He looks so young.’

Yeah. Tell me about it.’

‘He’s pretty inconsiderate turning up today. Of all days,” Circe says.

‘Of all days,” I repeat, my voice catching. In my head I'm picturing how I should
have shouted at him, had the courage to be brave. I should have hollered: jus# leave since
you're so good at it, and everyone would have applauded me.

Circe circles her left foot in one direction and then the other. ‘What do you think
about that stuff he said about your aunt not really being your aunt” she asks. ‘That’s
crazy.’

‘He’s probably right,’ I say.

‘Well-’ Circe starts to speak.

‘Szu, can you come outside?” my aunt calls from the patio. I need you.’

Later on, the men from the funeral home show up. They pull up in the van and get out, a
tumble of tired faces. Soon after, the monks arrive.

The presiding monk has liver spots across his face and on the back of his shorn
head. As he performs his final rites around the coffin, chanting and singing sutras, I watch
his orange robes sway. The younger monk joins in. Their voices are low, soothing. They
commence the ritual of closing the coffin. Nobody is meant to look, bad luck, but while
everyone’s eyes are shut I open my left, the way a giant whale would at the bottom of the
sea. Submarine silence. Nobody sees me ruin the ritual. Six men lift the casket up, steady
it on their shoulders. And then they proceed down the driveway and through the already-
opened gates.

The rest of the afternoon passes in a flurried blur. In the viewing room at the
crematorium we watch the incinerator hatch open. The coffin slides in slowly. It looks so
small from the viewing gallery, as if it could fit a pet or a doll. When most of the coffin
has slotted in the doors close and my hand twitches, wanting to reach for my mother. The
monks keep chanting. I wonder how many rites they do a week, how often boredom

overrides devotion. I find myself holding Circe’s small, cold hand and I don’t know how
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to make my thoughts go quiet. I think about my mother’s downcast face and her
uncommon smile. My eyes start to water and I can see distortions in the air, like I'm right
up close to the fire.

The next morning Aunt Yunxi and I return to collect the remains. The crematorium
assistant ushers us into a small room bathed in cruelly cheerful sunshine. I squint at the
tray in front of us, set on the cement counter. My aunt passes me a pair of long brown
chopsticks and tilts her chin toward the pile of gray. My mother’s bones have broken
down so much in the fire that they look like they came from a bird. We pick what we can
make out and place it in a smaller tray, to be transferred to the urn. The more I search for
pieces of her the more my vision smudges.

It’s okay,” Aunt Yunxi says. ‘We can take our time.” She puts down her chopsticks
for a moment and pats my shoulder slowly.

When we have finished collecting the bones, the assistant places them into the

urn. We follow a different assistant down the hallways of the columbarium, which has
gleaming marble floors and ceiling-high niche shelves. It would be easy to get lost in here
if we didn’t take the location down, so we don’t forget where to find her. My mother goes
into the fifth row up, three down the aisle, her full mouth unsmiling, eyes clear and
serious.
Monday morning is strip lit and overcast; the stuff of doomsday movies. Circe leads me
through our school corridors like I'm famous and she is my po-faced security guard. My
eyelids droop with the excruciation of Real Life. Everyone is watching us. After a week
away, the Convent of the Eternally Blessed of Whampoa Methodist has such a
penitentiary air to it. The sugar plum pastel paint job is intolerable. Grilled windows and
the hush near the staffroom, rounding down toward our classroom where girls in the
hallway hang back and whisper in our wake. Priya and Elizabeth offer me smiles and I'm-
sorrys. Trissy and Clara look at me like I've just been dredged up from the sea.

‘Where’s their sympathy?” I ask Circe. Not so secretly, I am relishing my force
field of bereavement, the immunity from overt teasing, and the goodwilled attention and
condolences from the kinder girls.

‘Some bimbos are too dumb and shallow to feel anything, Circe whispers.
‘They’re not worth bothering about.” But she’s the one who keeps glancing around as she

puts her small hand lightly on my back and walks me to class.
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In Geography Mrs. Lee gives out our Continuous Assessment scripts. I've scored
44 and I don’t bother to read any of the remarks in detail, just stare at the angry red
ballpoint looping over my answers. “Keep trying, Szu”, reads the note on the final page. It
sounds like a motivational card. Emptily hopeful. I look out of the door into the long
rectangular P.E. field. The dark green trees sticking out behind it have lightened over the
past few months and the fog has settled. Now some of the tips of the branches are light
green, as if dried out. It’s the end of August. No more wild dogs. Just tender, ugly mud
and earthworms roving underfoot. The haze coming and going, inciting illnesses,
clogging our lungs in our sleep. After class I tear off the final page of my script and
scrunch it small in my palm. I throw it into the wastepaper bin on the way out.

After school Circe and I take the train to Bugis, but the movie we want to see is
sold out so we buy giant cups of Diet Coke and sit by the cinema lobby because this is
habit even if it seems warped and sullied in a tired sorry way. Trailers for remakes of
remakes play on loop on the screens over the popcorn stands. The explosions blast out of
sync. When I look away the glare and flashes make my eyes hurt.

‘Didn’t ask you how you did for Geography,’ I say to Circe.

‘Oh, I did okay,” Circe replies, rattling the ice-cubes around her Diet Coke.

‘How much? I got 44.

Hm

‘What did you get?’

’71.” She looks up at me from under her eyelashes.

‘Wow! That’s amazing. Why didn’t you say earlier?’

It’s okay,” Circe replies. It’s no big deal,” she adds, even though it is, I thought we
were failures together. She tilts her head away to gaze at a group of girls sailing up the
escalators from another secondary school with orchid purple uniforms. They are in
hysterics; one loud, clear voice bubbling into breathless giggles. When people laugh hard
it sounds like they are having genuine fun, especially if you don’t know what the joke is
about.

“Their uniforms suck,’ I try, but Circe doesn’t respond.

In the shadow of the pillar I feel like I'm pulling her down into the carpet with my
mildewed, mushroomy weight. We sit there for five, ten, twenty more minutes. The
explosions play on a loop. The orchid purple girls file into a theatre, still laughing
uproariously. I try and think of something interesting to say.

‘Bugis is so lame,” I mutter.
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Ts it?” Circe asks.

Before my mother passed away this would have been enough for her to start on a
gleeful tirade. And I would nod and agree, and we would cackle. Now she turns toward
me, purse-lipped, with a glaze over her face. Her eyes sweep down to my wrists and
knobbly knees tucked out under my dark green skirt.

‘Do you want to get a snack? she asks. Tm craving sweet corn. Or tau huay.’

Tm good,’ I say. My stomach rumbles. T feel kind of bloated,’” I add, which is
true. My tummy makes a low burbling sound, and this time I'm grateful for the nearby
explosions before the gravelly-voiced trailer narrator drawls his lines.

‘Let’s get up, my legs are numb,” Circe says. She dons her schoolbag without
looking at me. I'm the one who gathers and bins our emptied Diet Cokes. I trail Circe to
the snack stall. She orders soya bean milk and a red bean pancake.

‘Can you hold this for me? she asks, passing me the warm paper packet
containing the coaster-sized pancake. She adjusts the straps of her schoolbag and sips the
soya bean milk. ‘Have some,’ she says.

I shake my head at the straw.

‘Red bean?’

I shake my head again. When I pass her back the packet she exhales sharply and
rolls her eyes, all this so quickly I can’t and wouldn’t dare comment on it anyway.

When I get home my aunt has just finished clearing out my mother’s room. The walls are
shiny and it smells of bleach.

Tsn’t it unlucky to clean so much? I ask.

‘How was school?”

T failed Geography.’

‘Oh,” my aunt replies. ‘A test? You failed a test? You can retake.’

‘No. It doesn’t work like that. It’s too late.’

‘Why?

‘You won't get it.’

‘Hmm.” she says. Never mind. Don’t worry, Szu. It’s bad for you. Worry until
headache. Still bad for you.’

My aunt has her sleeves rolled up over her skinny arms, and a bottle of glass
cleaner in one hand. She sets it down on the table and turns toward me.

‘Szu, can you sit for a minute?’
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I slump my backpack down and take a seat opposite her. She watches me as I
reach down to take off my socks.

‘We have not had a chance to talk about this.” she begins. T was not surprised to
see your father, the other day. He was trying to pay his respects, but he did not go about
it in the best way.’

There’s a pause. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ I finally say.

‘Are you sure, Szu Min?

Yes, Aunt Yunxi, I'm sure, I say.

‘Do you want to talk about it? Ask me any questions?

Tt doesn’t matter. I don’t want to see him again.’

Aunt Yunxi frowns and purses her lips. She sighs and shakes her head.

T don’t care,’ I say. My voice sounds feeble, wheedling, I hate it.

‘Poor girl. I worry about you.’

You don’t have to,’ I snap. I gather my things quickly and get up. When I lock
my bedroom door I listen out as she moves about in the other room. She’s opening and
closing drawers more loudly than she needs to.

It’s been three weeks since my mother died. Already Circe avoids the topic, or doesn’t
really continue the conversation when she asks me why I'm quiet and I tell her the same
thing, I'm sad. It’s getting boring to listen to, I can tell.

After school we run into some swimmers by the tuition centre glued to their
boytriends. I spot them first, a cluster of perfect tans and gazelle legs, disassembled into
eight strong-shouldered super humans with bright, inscrutable smiles. Instead of having
to endure the indignity of being ignored by them, Circe and I break into an ostrich trot
round the back of the building, and then we sit on the terracotta-coloured steps.

‘Do you ever think about finding your father? Tracking him down? Circe asks. It’s
the first thing she has said to me since we made our hasty retreat. We don’t discuss how
or why we hurried away.

‘He didn’t leave any details.” Sweat sticks around my shoulders and I'm out of
breath, dizzy.

‘Surely we can find him,’ she says. ‘We can hire a Private Investigator. Don’t you
watch TV?

T don’t have a TV, remember.

‘Oh yeah. Okay well, I have the Internet.’
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‘Nah.

‘What about that woman? Novita? She might know something. We can find her
number and call her.

‘There’s nothing to know. She was just some crazy person. Making life hard for
my aunt.’

‘Aren’t you curious?”

‘Don’t care.” I crane my neck in case the swimmers have followed us around the
corner.

“You always say that,” Circe replies. ‘When you obviously do. It’s tiring.” What she
means to say is: I'm tiring. What I want to say but don’t is: you're not Nancy Drew; my
family is not some mystery-of-the-month project, so fuck you.

The air between us is heated and pungent, like car exhaust. We look out at the
main road with its endless stream of buses and taxis. When I glance at Circe she’s stormy-
faced, jaw set, looking at the dried out leaves of the nearby tree swaying in the slight,
selfish breeze.

T still think,’ she says, ‘that if I were you, I'd at least be curious.’

It’s not so easy,’ I say, and I can feel my blood rising. I speak quickly; the words
come out faster than I can stop myself. ‘You just think it’s easy cos it’s not your problem.
Things are so much harder from inside the problem, than outside. There’s no quick,
magic fix sometimes.’

‘No shit, Sherlock,’

You don’t get it.’

When she looks at me her eyes are furious.

“The first time he left,” I start, before she can say anything, ‘I told myself for ages
that he was having a bad day. And I'd done something wrong. Or my mother had said
something wrong. And he wasn’t a bad man. He was just too angry or embarassed to
come back straight away. But to see him again like that, all of sudden, and then he just
went away. Didn’t even try to stay.’

Circe’s eyes are wide and dry, her mouth hangs open.

‘What's the point? Why even come back?’

I'm shuddering.

Circe reaches into her bag for a tissue packet and hands me two pieces. ‘Here. I'm
sorry, Szu, she says. T don’t know what to say.’

I shake my head and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand, flushed and furious.

244



Circe looks to the right and then back at me again. I follow her stare toward the lissome
flicker of ponytails. The swimmers stroll to the bus stop, armed with boyfriends and small

cups of frozen yogurt.
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1982
AMISA
20.

Amisa fidgeted in her plastic chair by the theatre doors. It had been a year since they
tilmed Ponti 3. By now her life should have changed, but it was the stuck drowsy same.
She was twenty-four and could pass for younger. She had three films to her name, but
her name didn’t matter. Pontis 1 to 3 were reels of film that could fit into the back of
Iskandar’s car; they were things that had gotten made and now what? What next?

The Ponti 3 premiere was scheduled for tonight. Iskandar had hired out a screen
in the Everitt Cineplex from seven p.m. At 6:30 Wei Loong arrived.

Your dress,” he said, handing her the rattan bag.

He wore a beige shirt with a starched collar. When she came out in her blue party
dress he took her arm, staring ahead, his face smile-like. Over the next hour people
started arriving: friends of the crew, Wei Loong’s colleagues, Yunxi, and finally Iskandar,
in a cream suit. He looked tanned and inordinately old, his skin leathery, and eagle eyes
wise and sharp. Mrs. Wiryanto followed close by, wearing a twinset the colour of
champagne, her hair in a stiff, sprayed updo, Novita was the last to enter the lobby, nine
years old now, all skinny limbs and buckteeth. She was almost the same height as Amisa.

‘Hello Amisa.’

‘Hello, little princess.’

‘How come I haven't seen you for so long? Why you never come to my house
anymore?

T don’t know,” Amisa replied, pursing her lips. Even though she did know, filming
was over, and so, it seemed, were the invitations to the Wiryantos. She glanced at
Iskandar and felt a swell and sink in her chest. He was talking to one of his associates. It
seemed like his back was angled conspicuously away from her. He turned and caught her
staring. She smarted.

‘How’s my star? he asked, all cavalier lightness. ‘And how’s the proud husband?’

‘We are good, thank you,” Wei Loong replied. She felt his hand drift to her waist.

The theatre smelt of stale popcorn and musty cushions. Amisa must have swept
these floors hundreds of times. She sat stiffly between Wei Loong and Novita. Iskandar

Wiryanto was a wife and child away. The lights dimmed.
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‘Bigger! Scarier! We've got to scale everything up,” Iskandar had said, insisting she
wear a clunky mask of foam latex, applied by the nervous make up artist, a girl no older
than nineteen, who stippled monstrous edges onto Amisa’s skin. Covered in boils and
welts she was barely recognisable, in a way that seemed sloppy and unintentional. Just two
eyes glaring from behind a rubbery mask with a hooked nose like a fairytale witch’s,
nowhere near anybody’s idea of a Pontianak.

On the large screen, she popped out from a cupboard. Hands extended over her
head, cartoonish. Novita chuckled beside her, and in that moment, Amisa hated the girl.
That big reveal had taken hours to shoot. The titular Curse of the Bomoh was to make
her even uglier. How her back ached from stooping inside that mahogany cupboard,
waiting to spring the doors open.

She peered over at Iskandar. He propped his elbows on the armrests of the plush
chair with his fingers bridged in front of his face, like a chess player considering his next
move. Did he think the film was any good? Amisa could barely bring herself to keep her
gaze on the screen. Finally the credits rolled. Wei Loong clapped and clapped when her
name came up.

AMISATAN ...l PONTI

Her hands lay still and she kept a lidded gaze at the screen as other names
tollowed. She wondered how many actresses all over the world had stared at their name in
credits and saw the hard, often horrible work inscripted in that line of dots: the long
shoots, the bad takes, the standing in the sun and rain. Very many, she assumed. She felt
cowed by the unoriginality of her thought.

‘You make a good monster, Amisa.” Mrs. Wiryanto said to her afterwards, in the
lobby.

‘Thank you I'm so glad you enjoyed it,” Amisa replied. Her cheeks ached as she
smiled.

At the start of 1983, the Wiryantos moved to Hong Kong. Iskandar said the film
industry was more virile over there and he could find better collaborators. He would call
her, he claimed, once things were set up.

For the first year that she didn’t hear from him, she forgave him out of the painful
habit of unrequited love. Such a love endures so much cruelty, is even fortified by it. The
weakening of her spirit kept that bad grip strong. She knew the way he was, how he

consumed ideas and discarded them at a drop, how when he was focused on a project
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everything and everyone else just fell away, even his own daughter. What chance had
Amisa got?

She looked out for news of Iskandar’s films in the papers, but he never appeared.
She tried dialling her birthday digits, and then the foreign number he left her, but one
line was disconnected, and the other was either engaged, or five long beeps promised an
answer, before the connection cut out.

She turned twenty-six, then twenty-seven. Even though she still tried for
auditions, no studio in Singapore or Malaysia would offer a leading, or even substantial,
role to a woman pushing thirty with no star wattage, much less any experience besides
three totally unknown horror films that had barely screened and as such, hardly existed.
Nobody had heard of her, nor of Iskandar Wiryanto, nor of the Ponti films, nobody cared
enough to help her out. She tried lying about her age, but the industry was tightening its
rules, and work permits required her IC or her passport, both of which bore her stubborn,
damning birthdate.

She wanted so badly to be a somebody and an everything, not a nobody and a
nothing, but the trench between the two states was deep and wide and a stubborn mystery
to traverse. She went for a meeting with an executive she found through the Classitfied
ads, who claimed he could get her an audition for a Hong Kong telemovie. He operated
out of the back office of the yellowing, notorious Sandstone Plaza. He was a Chinese
man in his late thirties with a queasy, seasick face; darting eyes, greenish pallor.

T1 help you if you help me,” he said. At least he cuts to the chase, Amisa thought,
as she looked up at him from under her eyelashes. She waited five seconds before nodding
coyly.

He took her to the Fragrance Hotel and booked a room on the hourly rate. The
air conditioner leaked onto her bare shoulders and the pilling blue pillow that reeked of
old sweat and calamine lotion. The vent made an eerie keening sound and it masked her
own flat, desultory moans as the man flipped and pounded her like she was a burger patty.
This was sexless sex, just one body performing its urgent, ugly motions; two strangers
jarring and grifting for conquest. Amisa thought of her teenaged days lying down in the
fields with the swarthy men and avid boys in Kampong Mimpi Sedih. She’d considered
herself victorious then; possessing the upper hand. Not so now. She felt a twinge of
fondness for her own husband and how meaningfully he still handled her. 7vo
meaningfully, in fact, fixing her with a mushy, trustful look that didn’t flatter his features.

But being fucked like this, the bedsprings tawdry and telling, didn’t feel good either.
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Over the next few years she tried attending open calls for Channel 8, but rejected
the two roles she was offered. She refused to put talcum powder in her chignon, to
kowtow to concubines. She would not play the part of the frowning matriarch, the
suffering mabh jie, the amah, or the hand wringing spinster sister. She wanted to be at the
glowing centre of each story, to love and hate and fight and win completely and without
condescension, no concessions to screen time, no expenses spared. Why did getting older
have to put a stop to her wanting? Surely it grew as she grew. Why did no one respect
that?

One afternoon, she sat at the box office as usual, staring at her hands and
wondering if they looked soap worn when Wei Loong came bounding through the
double doors. He grinned widely.

Tt worked. After nine bloody years, it worked!

‘What are you talking about?’

He waved a slip of paper in front of her: the Toto embossed with the light red
Singapore Pools logo, receipt fonts printed with the number he bought every week since
the beginning of their marriage: 23081958, bonus numbers 190476. They had won.

‘We can move out of our flat. We can buy a house, get a garden of our own. A
tucking driveway. I've never had a garden. Have you?” Wei Loong was more attractive and
enthused than she had seen him in years.

He twirled her away from the counter. Yes, the possibilities were opening up, fuck
the film hall, fuck the ticket stubs, fuck the peanut shells she had to sweep up every
evening, fuck the dirty toilets, fuck the ficus tree, fuck their noisy neighbors, fuck their
beige bedroom.

They bought a house in a cul-de-sac at the end of a leaf-strewn driveway. It was
more than they had ever dreamed of. There was a garden full of sagging trees and bug-
filled plants. Everything awake, alive.

On the day they moved into the house they went out to the patio. Light came
down in diagonal stripes on the dirty tiles. Rain and mud-stained, brown streaks on
yellowed cream, with a Nyonya patterning. Her husband lifted her up by the waist. His
hands hurt her a little. He swung her around and held her in the air like a prize. And then
he put her down and she laughed, head thrown back, throat exposed, because that was

what people did in films.
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2003
SZU
21.

After school I pass out in bed and only wake up four hours later, when it is dark outside. I
blink open my body in its crumpled uniform. I feel that angry grogginess of hours lost.

As if she senses that I'm awake, I hear Aunt Yunxi’s room door open. She pads
down the corridor in my mother’s slippers and blocks the light out in my doorframe. I
pretend to be asleep when she comes in and puts her hand on my forehead.

‘Cold snap,” she pronounces in Hokkien, with her raspy stage voice. It keeps
coming back.’

I continue to feign sleep as she goes to the kitchen, opens the fridge, the creaky
cupboard, pours and shuts and comes back clinking a spoon against a bowl. Double-
boiled soup to balance me out. Chinese pears, wolfberries, white fungus, snow peas,
celery, piss-coloured and smelling of death.

‘Your heart is afraid and you have offended a spirit,” Aunt Yunxi says. T can’t tell
which one.” She puts her hand on my chest, moves it up toward my throat and down
again, roughly, like she’s feeling for something foreign. Her palm is warm and callused. In
the frog-eyed dimness I study her knuckles and the way the veins protrude, so many
decades of life running through her, all that pain and treasure. Now that I'm thinner we've
started looking alike. Even if she’s not really family, the same way women living together
sync their periods. I feel like I'm absorbing her features and maybe in forty years I'll be
another version of her.

“You should stop spending time with your friend,” she says softly. ‘She is a spoilt
girl with a weak soul. She’s bad for you.’

‘Don't talk about Circe like that,’ I reply, even though I've started to agree
with her.

‘Szu Min. Szu. I'm worried about you.’

Tm okay, really.’

‘That’s not true.

My eyes glaze. I feel her staring at me with her forehead all scrunched up, mouth
a worried line. If I focus on how old my aunt looks, my soul softens. Right now I don’t
want to be nice.

If you don't eat, you'll lose your strength,” she nags. ‘And let bad things in. Like
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greedy spirits. Or a terrible cold. I know you're still bothered. About your mother, about
your father. A lot to think about for a young person like you.’

Tam thinking of nothing, I reply. “Thanks for the soup.’

When she leaves the room I wait until she is out of earshot before I spoon bits of

pear and fungus into the bin and cover them with graph paper. Tomorrow I'll get rid of
the rest.
The afternoon of our last prelim exam, I walk out of the hall with an executioner’s gait.
The big, actual O Levels are next month. I feel like the final girl halfway through a horror
movie, eyes wide, peering around a corner, falsely safe because her ordeal needs further
complication.

Circe asks me to come along to K-Box with her newfound choir cronies to
celebrate. I accompany her just to curry the last scraps of good favor, even though I know
it won’t make much of a difference, and she knows that karaoke combines two things I
hate: singing and socializing.

In the red and black K-Box reception three choirgirls are waiting. They finished
their prelims earlier and god knows how long they've been here with their purposefully
undone laces, bobbed hair and neutral expressions. Tsarina, Rong En and Angela. We've
shared a school for four years but I have never hung out with them before much less had a
proper conversation. Circe and Tsarina are 2™ sopranos in the choir and they have been
spending time together lately in early practices for a choral festival. Circe’s speaking voice
I am accustomed to but Tsarina Chong sounds like she has a throat full of phlegm and
helium. Oh she’s horrible and she waves at me like I should feel so bloody blessed. Angela
and Rong En don’t even acknowledge my presence. I fall back in step as Circe and
Tsarina lead us down the narrow black corridor, past darkened, flickering soundproofed
rooms until we reach our booth.

Our session consists of 2 hours of singing inclusive of one jug of soft drink and a
bowl of “assorted snacks” which turn out to be the saddest peanuts on earth. I don’t want
to sing and the other girls just shrug at my lack of participation.

‘You're so extra,” Tsarina says. ‘You're like someone who goes to a theme park and
doesn’t ride the roller coasters. Wait and hold bags only.’

‘Ha ha, that’s funny,” I chuckle.

Circe glares at me and starts to scroll through the song catalogue. I get it, 'm her

accessory, a human comfort blanket filling the role of the silent boyfriend, if only we had
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boyfriends. After an everlasting five minutes of ordering and selection the singing begins.

Tsarina and Rong En go first. They have the same level of competent but not-
amazing voices and that’s probably why they are friends. Circe is up next. She picks a
Stefanie Sun song, her inflections forced from pretending her Mandarin is worse than it
actually is. She thinks that being bad at Mother Tongue makes her cooler. Me and
Tsarina and Rong En are laughing at Circe. Subtly at first, and then more raucously.
Tsarina and I exchange sideways glances, in on the same joke, and I can hear Circe’s voice
waver as she tries to focus on the song and not lose her temper. And it’s all so funny. But
then I notice the other girls shooting me a look because they've stopped laughing and my
shoulders are still shuddering, almost involuntarily. I wipe the tears from my eyes and
clear my throat. I stifle my hiccups and direct my attention to the red walls and the bowl
of peanuts on the table. A soft burning pain flexes my stomach.

‘You sure you don’t want to have a go, Szu” Angela asks, one claw around the
microphone. I shake my head.

‘Say one ah!” she exclaims, and clears her throat. ‘Okay’” Her cheerfulness is an
impermeable rainbow bubble. She’s chosen a Mariah Carey song. During the lengthy
instrumental I turn away and expect the worse. And then she starts to sing. Ten seconds
in it is clear she is really good, miles better than the other three, and she will always be
blessed unless she smokes a pack a day like my mother did. She makes it seem easy,
executing impressive vocal slides while the other choirgirls lean tight-lipped into the faux-
leather seat and flinch with every inflection. The song lasts forever. Every time I think it
will end Angela carries on, smartass gesticulating like she’s doing an unplugged
performance on live TV.

I think of the choir terms Circe mentioned to me: glissando, tremolo, portamanto,
rolling off my mental tongue like flavours of fancy ice cream, and the thought of dessert
makes me sick. Circe grins encouragingly at the screen, cheeks straining, her eyes hard
and shiny. Every few seconds Tsarina grabs a fistful of peanuts and chews like a cowboy. I
watch the ticker onscreen counting down as Angela’s ostentatiously great voice floods the
room. It wasn’t a competition but she wins.

Afterwards, Circe and I stand at the entrance for a good ten seconds watching the
other girls leave. If I weren't here like her weird tall appendage, maybe she would be
tollowing them to MOS Burger to chat about confounding church boys and choral
things.

T guess I better head back to do some revision,” Circe says as we descend the
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escalator. ‘Also I'm running out of allowance. So I can't afford to stay in town.’

She’s never used the money excuse before. We reach the bus stop in silence. She
seems irritated with me, even though I feel like I've been good today.

T keep having bad dreams,’ I say, because dreams used to interest her due to her
sleeping problems. She’s facing away from me, waiting for the 77. My bus is the 518.
‘My mother keeps popping up,’ I continue, and this is true. I also think if I mention my
mother Circe will have to at least pay attention.

It’s normal to dream things.” Circe replies.

‘Some nights she looks peaceful,” I continue. ‘Other nights she looks so sad and I
can’t stand it and I wake up sad, too. It feels as if she’s trying to tell me something. But I
can’t figure out what it is.’

‘Hm),” Circe replies, craning her neck a little, keeping her eyes on the road. ‘I
wouldn’t over think it.” She squints at the number on the approaching bus but it says 7,
not 77. ‘Lately I've been thinking.’

‘About what?’

Tsn’t it crazy that we are stuck here on earth, and we won’t make it out of here
alive?’

‘What do you mean? I feel quietly peeved at her dismissal of my dream.

T was watching this thing on TV the other day about NASA. And it occurred to
me that the only way to get off this planet is to die or become an astronaut.’

My eyebrows rise. Hm. Yeah. Guess so. What made you think that?’

T dunno, just feeling random. Anyway, have you heard of any Singaporean
astronauts? No, right?’

‘No...and since when were you interested in all this space and planet stuft?”’

‘Why not. I'm being serious.’

It’s cool I guess.” I look at the floor. T don’t mind being on this planet.” I continue
uncertainly.

‘Why, though?’

T don’t know...it’s too hot here but it’s okay.’

Circe stands back as if assessing me, and blinks like she’s getting dust out of her
eyes.

‘You hate being here,’ she says.

‘No Idon’t.

Yeah, you do. Earth hater.’
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Even though it’s a dumb conversation it is still progress, almost like how we used
to be. For the past few weeks topics have skirted around exams and how busy she is. Circe
seems so insistent about this. For a moment I space out at the wide green trees across the
road as cars rush past. And then something occurs to me.

‘Hey, wait a minute, didn’t you read that on the Internet a while ago? That earth
astronaut thing? I remember. We were on your PC, at your house.’

‘Don’t remember.” Circe’s chapped mouth twitches.

‘Yeah, I think you showed me someone’s Livejournal or something. It was on a
blog. The thing about how we won’t make it out of this planet alive and we only have this
time on earth etc. Some American chick wrote it. I remember!

Circe’s face drops. She looks older, stern. She frowns and takes a deep breath.
When she speaks her words are soft and slow, loaded with last straws. ‘What’s your
problem?

‘Er, I don’t know what you mean.’

‘God, you're so frustrating.’

It’s Thursday early evening and brutally busy in town. The bus stop by Tangs
Plaza feels more exposed than most- right by the wide, rushing road, people everywhere.
The 77 pulls up and people spill out and shove past us. A middle-aged man with a blue
tie accidentally strikes me on the arm with his satchel.

‘Ow,’ I say, rubbing my shoulder. ‘Shit. Chill, it doesn’t matter.’

Circe crosses her arms. People keep jostling. I step to the side. She’s still
frowning.

You know what?" she asks. I shrug, weakly. Her eyes dart from my face to the
arriving bus. The crowd begins to form a long queue. Tve tried my best.” she says. Tve
tried to be understanding. But it’s so hard to be around you, Szu. It’s not just hard, it’s
painful. It’s like this big dark pain follows you everywhere. You're no fun to hang out
with. You feel sorry for yourself all the time. And you hate everything. At least I try. You
think you’re better than everyone.’

‘So do you,” I reply instinctually. Her eyes narrow. ‘That’s not true, I correct
myself. I clench my fists, which have gone cold.

T care about my future.” she replies. I can’t do this anymore,’

‘Do what?" I bark. My face is flushed with adrenalin. I want to hit her.

‘Babysit you.” Circe spits out. She turns away as the bus door hisses open. She

shoves past a salt-and-pepper haired auntie. The auntie tuts and whips her head around to
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glare at me as if I've done the pushing.

My eyes are stinging as I watch Circe board and beep her EZ Link card.
Her blue, beat-up Jansport backpack weaves and bobs down the body of the bus. It is too
crowded to sit so she holds on to a handrail and faces away from me. Her stance makes
her look even shorter. As the bus pulls away I spot my own crumpled face reflected in the
window.

It happened so fast that we hardly made a scene. I feel like this is the last time we
will ever speak. Tonight it’s not just the haze that gives the air on Orchard Road this
choked, impersonal finality. People push me around and hit my calves with their
shopping. Maybe Circe is right and I hate being on this planet because I am useless at
living here. Except for my aunt, no one would notice if I left or dropped dead. I have no
parents nor siblings nor friends. The future is a failed exam. I feel wispy as a dandelion
and haven't eaten for 36 hours so I'm not surprised when I trip and fall forward with a
thud. It sounds dull but feels sharp, and in the moment before I black out my belly aches

so much, as do my brittle bones and the pit of my heart.
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1987
AMISA

22,

Late January 1987 the baby was born. She was a little girl and Wei Loong liked the
name Szu Min; it had been his grandmother’s. Amisa agreed to it, was too exhausted
from carrying around and painfully expelling this wriggling red bundle. Ng Szu Min
resembled Wei Loong more than her; it was hard to find her trace in that mushed up
face, with the small black eyes like rocaille beads.

In June she found out in the newspapers that the The Everitt Cineplex, former
Paradise Theatre, had been demolished to make way for a mega mall. The shophouse
where she had stayed in Geylang had been sold en bloc and converted into offices.
Nothing was recognizable. Not even her own child. She waited for that savage
tenderness, the instinctual stirring of maternal affection, but even staring at Szu made
Amisa feel bloated and foggy. For the first time she understood her own mother with
an undeniable, visceral intensity. Her swollen feet were foreign to her. Her skin itched
and dry patches began to form on her hands and ankles. She spent ages in the bathtub
lamenting her wrecked body while its fault cried in the other room.

Wei Loong would rattle the door, furious.

‘Since you like acting so much, why don’t you act like a mother?’ he said.

‘Why don’t you act like you have balls and a spine, then?’ she would reply. Her
words echoed in the bathroom. Ugly things like: “‘Where were you earlier? You're not
home half the time. Go out and drink beer only. You don’t even know how to wipe
your baby’s ass. Go on! Who'’s the model father? Fucking hypocrite.’

Her voice turned hoarse, cawing. After she spat out the angry things she
would run her fingers through her wet hair and scowl at him. He would glare back,
before the baby’s cries summoned him to the other room.

Some mornings she took her daughter to the nearby community park. Smiled
at the other women with their prams and flat brown slippers. Amisa was a woman
pushing a problem. The problem gurgled as they took two laps around the park.

*

1995. It had been a bad year before it even began, and every passing day confirmed its
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rottenness. Late afternoon, stalemate weather: soupy air bearing down on her
photosensitive skin, her aching, peeling shoulders. The smell of spoilt food from the
big bins outside travelled from room to open-windowed room. The child was asleep
next door, ceiling fan on full. Amisa sat up in her bed and watched Wei Loong
carefully applying pomade to a stray cowlick. Soon he would be forty. His hair had
started thinning in a patch on the left hand side of his head. He stood in front of her
dresser, handling a black comb with painterly seriousness.

‘Where are you going?’ she asked, trying to be jocular. “‘Why the effort?’

‘To meet old army friends,’

‘Army friends like who?’

‘You won’t know them. Not like you ever come out any more,” he said, softly.
He shot a furtive glance at her. She tilted her head at him like an Eastern Grass Owl,
and did not blink until he, as usual, looked away first. She stretched her legs out
under the thin green sheets, one strap of her negligee slipping off her shoulder.

‘Bye now,” Wei Loong said. He came over and pressed his mouth briefly to her
right cheek before he left the room. The sight of her half-naked in mussed-up
blankets did not have the same irresistible hold as when they first met eighteen years
ago. This was only natural, she thought. Not like she missed his groping, incessant
hunger for her, anyway.

The sound of the engine travelled all the way down the driveway. Amisa
pushed herself up and sat on the edge of the bed, leaned her face into her hands. If
she had ever loved him it was because he had loved her. That was how it had been in
the beginning. But now that he did not love her there were nobody’s feelings to suffer.
In a way, it felt freeing. She was a person of no tactical importance to anyone, except,
perhaps, the smaller person in the room next door. There was probably some
youngish mistress somewhere, waiting for Wei Loong’s pomade embrace, his genuine
suckerfish kisses. So-and-so could keep him. Amisa had no energy to be angry or
jealous about a third party interfering in her antique marriage to the antiques-
restorer. In a second she would get up properly and see if Szu was still asleep, or if she
wanted a snack.

*

2003. Amisa’s whole body hurt, up to her eyeballs, and she was so, so tired. She
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needed a drink, and she was out of cigarettes. The sun glared in the garden and would
scorch her skin if she went out at this hour. Yunxi was stuck in the session room with
a neurotic and profoundly irritating woman who needed spectral life advice about
even the smallest matters: what to have for dinner, and whether the tax man was out
to overcharge her. Still, she always paid for her extra-long consultations.

Amisa sat up in bed and watched the light shifting on the dusty windowpane.
Perhaps because Wei Loong had left for good and she no longer bothered with men,
she indulged in wondering about Iskandar Wiryanto. He had left Singapore almost
two decades ago. He would be an old man now.

She said these lines to him in her head: Do you know who I am, Iskandar
Wiryanto? Nobody does. I'll never be famous. I am forty-three, and utterly unknown.
Also obscure: Iskandar Wiryanto. Your name means nothing to anyone else.

She got up and felt the blood rush to her head and her legs almost gave way.
Water, she probably needed water. She went to the hallway and stopped outside Szu’s
door. Her daughter had her friend over again, that annoying girl whose name Amisa
could never remember.

Teenage habits mushroomed and rotted in the fierce hothouse privacy of that
bedroom. Stuck to its wooden door was a DO NOT ENTER! DANGER ZONE sign
and below that a half-scratched off Spice Girls sticker that had gradually lightened
under the glare of Szu’s embarrassment (‘I never loved the Spice Girls,” she now
claimed. ‘“They were okay only.”)

When Szu was eight, just before Wei Loong left, she begged her parents to buy
her that huge sticker from a stationary shop in Bras Basah. It had touched and
amused them so much (at that point, it was one of the only things that touched and
amused them), how desperately Szu wanted that huge, ugly sticker. She pleaded for it
as a matter of life or certain death. Back then, Amisa marveled at how little it
sometimes took to make a child happy- even one as solemn as their Little Bunny. It
had taken just S$1.99 and a piece of colourful, adhesive paper to make Szu feel over
the moon. But that was then. Now all that was left of the sticker were nail-claw marks
and the shadow of one arm casually slung over another, a shock of hair, bleached
teeth on faded faces.

Amisa knocked. She heard shuffles, murmurs. She rapped the door twice and
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opened. Szu was sitting on her chair, and her friend sat cross-legged on her bed.
Fuzzy music played. They were flipping through magazines, which Amisa
disapproved of. Szu reddened.

‘Hi,” she said.

‘Ah girl, can you go to the shop for me?’

‘Now?’

‘Yeah’

‘Oh,” Szu replied, meaning: no.

‘Your friend can stay. While you’re away, I'll talk to her. We can have a nice
chat.’

‘It’s okay, auntie, I'll go with her,” the friend mumbled.

‘Please, it's Mrs. Ng,’ Amisa replied, and fashioned a smile. The girl shyly
returned it. ‘What was your name again?’

‘Circe’

‘Ah, yes, Sissy, of course. Like Sissy Spacek.” The girl didn’t reply. Amisa got
out S$120 from her pocket and handed the crumpled notes to Szu.

‘Two packs of Marlboro Reds and a bottle of Jim Beam. Chop chop.’

‘Are you sure?’ Szu asked.

‘Of course I'm sure,” Amisa replied. “The uncle knows you’re my daughter,
he’s my friend, will close one eye. Just pay when no one is looking. And you can use
the change to get a snack for you two. Something low calorie though, you girls got to
be healthy.’

Szu took the money and got up. Amisa squeezed past her and sat in her chair.
At the doorway Szu turned toward Amisa and Circe. Circe moved, as if to follow.

‘No need for both of you to go, this is not a military operation. You stay,’
Amisa said, fixing the friend with a pursed smile.

‘Er. Okay,’ the girl replied. She didn’t want to be rude.

They said nothing as Szu walked down the hallway and left the house. Amisa
thought of asking the girl what she did but of course, she was just at school. She did
schoolgirl things and had schoolgirl worries. She had all the time in the world to
tigure out what direction to swim toward, and how, and when.

Amisa studied her daughter’s only friend. She was small and skinny with a
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long nose like an Afghan hound. It conferred an air of distinguishment to her young
face; Amisa liked people with striking noses. The girl looked down at her lap, and
then up again.

In that instant the dull purple walls of the room seemed to funnel down to a
point of warm brightness. It was the look in Circe’s eyes: scared, both powerful and
pleading. She had the desparate yet resigned stare of someone on the run, in the
jungle, starving to death. Someone who had been through bad and sad things and
who needed help she didn’t realistically expect to receive. Almost forty years had
passed since Amisa had come across the oily man and woman, and she never thought
she would see them again. And yet, here they were, looking at her with gladness and
recognition.

Amisa took Circe’s hands, and Circe started to pull away but changed her
mind and left them there.

‘You're going to make it out alive, don’t worry.” Amisa said, gripping her. ‘I
know how people are. They don’t give, and they never listen. But you're different. 'm
different, too. I know you’ve been through hell. I believe you.’

A shadow passed and when the sunlight cut back through the feeling faded
and they were strangers again. Amisa briskly withdrew her hands. The girl’s mouth
was a bamboozled circle.

‘Um. Enjoy the rest of your afternoon, Sissy.” Amisa said. T'm going to take a

nap. When Szu comes back, tell her to leave the things outside my door.’
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2020
CIRCE

23,

It is Saturday afternoon. I'm in FairPrice hung over and pushing my empty trolley
with a dreamy laboriousness. There is something calming about supermarkets in
times of mild, self-induced physical cr

isis. Ambling down the produce aisle I eye up the verdant bunches of chyse sim and
butterhead lettuce without taking anything; the keen fresh vegetable and pesticide
smell calms me.

Last night I went out to this new bar in Amoy Street called Kopi O))) which
looked and felt just like a dingy old kopitiam down to the unstable plastic chairs and
stray cats, except it served S$25 chendol espresso martinis and the staff wore a
uniform of printed black wife beaters and too-tight jeans. Julius tried to set me up
with his friend Deon, a margarine-hued man in his late thirties with a moustache of
sweat on his upper lip.

Julius didn’t tell me he was setting me up but I knew from the moment I
arrived. It was coded in the way his advertising friends shifted their weight in their
spiffy shoes and sipped their drinks, and how quickly everyone left a conspicuous
radius around Deon and me. Three martinis in, the sugar was making me sick and I
didn’t want to partake any further in this disappointing social fumble. I was all talked
out from five days’ worth of tense and boring conversations at work. Besides, Deon
wasn’t interested in me either. I noticed the tiny downturn in his eyes when he first
said hello, and the way he kept looking over my shoulder while we were talking.

I've never been much of a drinker, so right now I am suffering the effects of
the alcohol grievously. My head pulses and my mouth tastes like shit. I am squeezing
an exorbitant Hass avocado that feels like a boob when my brother calls. I haven’t
heard from him in weeks, possibly months. Seeing LESLIE flashing up on my phone
is so unlikely that I stop my trolley to answer.

‘Hello? Did you call me by accident? This is Circe.’

‘Yeah, I know. Hi Sisi.’

‘What’s up?’
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I balance my phone in between my jaw and shoulder and resume pushing the
trolley. I can hear the strain in Leslie’s voice even as he tells me about how his
youngest son Ezekiel has started swimming classes and the little prodigy Thaddeus
just had a piano recital. I have always hated his kids’ names. I think they sound
pretentious, but who am I to talk? My parents named me Circe.

‘Rach’s been so busy with work lately. And it’s been crazy for me as well.’

‘Uh huh, uh huh,’” I say, trailing past the pulses. I round off into meat and
dairy.

‘Have you called mom?’

‘Yeah, last week,” I lie.

‘She hasn’t heard from you. You’re meant to go to Thomson Medical with her
on Monday. Check up for her gallstones, remember?’

‘You have a car’

‘Yeah, but I'm tied up with this project and the kids right now. I'm swamped.’

I hate his tone. ‘I thought Ma’s appointment was the week after next. Look,
I’ve been busy too. I got a lot going on.’

I hear my brother adjust the phone and gather his breath.

Even in his late thirties, Leslie still looks young. If he went around
claiming he was twenty-five, nobody would bat an eyelid. He has alabaster skin and
delicate features and wears sun block with full SPF. He is unable to grow much facial
hair and has the distinctively long Low nose that looks dignified on him and harsh on
me.

We arrange that I'll accompany my mother for her surgery next week.

‘How’s Julius?” he asks.

‘Fine, he’s fine,” I reply. I breathe out sharply and feel a bloom of heat still
sitting on my clavicle. Leslie seems to think that Julius and I are dating, living in sin.
While he rambles on I start filling up my trolley, chucking in Gardenia bread and
sutchi fillets and tofu and beetroot and minced pork and a packet of pepper. I'm
deciding between discounted jumbo packs of toilet paper when Leslie says,

‘Oh. You won’t believe whom I ran into the other day. Blast from the past.’

‘Who?’ I pick the cheaper brand, my throat constricting.

‘Szu Min! Your friend in Sec Four. Your tall twin.’
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‘Wow. Small world. Where? My hand grips the silver handle of my trolley.
‘Railway Mall. She was with her kid. Hello?’

‘Yeah, I'm still here,’ I say, shifting my phone from left to right. I resume

pushing the trolley. ‘She’s got a kid?’

‘Yeah. A little girl, around Ezie’s age. Very sweet.’

I picture Szu as a distended, pastier version of her teenaged self, drifting about
her old neighbourhood in a maternity dress, her belly a batik-covered half moon.
Having a daughter who grows up as gangly and morose as she was, Szu being
responsible for an entire human being. It seems a little absurd, almost obscene.

‘How was she? Szu, not the kid.’

‘She seemed well. You know, I always liked Szu. She always seemed older than
her age. She was smart.’

‘Where got. She had her head in the clouds.’

‘You’re so bad,” Leslie says in that prefectorial tone of his, and I hear him
inhaling to start to say something but then he drops it. It is remarkable how potently
a family member can cram years of disappointment into three seconds of silence on
the phone.

‘Anyway,” Leslie continues. ‘She asked after you. She gave me her card.’

‘Oh, cool.’

‘Maybe you should get back in touch. Such a shame, what happened between
you.’

I don’t know what to say for a moment. I even feel insulted by his directness.
He’s never brought it up before. There wasn’t much to bring up in the first place. Still.

‘Yeah, maybe...Listen, I've got to go. I'm getting another call,” I say, and
mumble goodbye and hang up. I abandon my trolley and hurry outside the
supermarket. Errands can wait. I need some air and my head hurts.

I board a bus home and brood out the window, trees and clouds and flyovers.
My thighs stick to the seat. From time to time a pair of teenage girls in the bay of the
standing area let out peals of laughter. One is taller than the other; she wears braces
and has short hair. The smaller one has a pinched kiddy face. We enter a long tunnel.
The smaller girl shows something to the tall one on her phone; they peer into the

cryptic glow of the screen and look back at each other with derisive grins. Cocooned
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in some small, secret knowledge, they are their own squirrelly and absorbing universe
of two.
*

When I think about the Age of Szu, it often surprises me how brief it actually was. A
little less than a year transpired and then she and her aunt and mother were gone.
How weirdly indelible the smells and shadows of that cul-de-sac, the Marlboro fog
and wafts of incense, the mouldy fish tank bubbling like a cauldron, the altar with its
rotating gods, the locked room.

When I met Szu and she told me she had no friends I found it hard to believe;
she was intelligent and interesting, which was a rarity in that Convent full of preening
Stepford-wives-in-training. Szu and I were citizens of nowhere. We never felt a
belonging. Not with the happy nor the popular nor even the outliers, the rebels. We
were too gawky to be mysterious, too cautious to be wild, and too self-conscious to
stand out. We thought our alienation was unique, and felt secretly enlivened by our
discontentment; it meant we weren’t sheep.

After Amisa died things shifted. Szu stopped eating regularly or even trying to
study. She grew scarily thin and too intense. At first we tried to act like how it had
been during the first few months, such relieved companionship. Yet by the end of
that year, being friends with Szu was like carrying around a heavy, sloshing bucket of
water. Her grief weighed me down and I couldn’t escape its drip: not in the cinema,
not studying in cafes, not even on my own. She followed me around school and in the
afternoons afterwards, like a phantom with her blanched face and hollow eyes. She
started wearing her hair in a bubble ponytail just like mine and mooched about my
house all day drinking gallons of Diet Coke and draping her sadness over my things.
She developed a sour, musty odour that caught me in surprising whitfs. She shed her
hair everywhere, leaving tangled black strands all over my bedspread. She was
infatuated with Leslie. When she thought I wasn’t looking, she stared at him with a
bawdy, open hunger. It disturbed me.

When we started dating, my ex-husband and I had a conversation about
former relationships. I told him that in a way, even before my boring boyfriend in
junior college, Szu felt like my first test of patience, a tenuous, milk-toothed kind of

love that evolved into the toil and torpor of a difficult marriage. You could say it was
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prophetic. I'm not exaggerating when I say that we were only sixteen but I felt like we
had been through decades.

When Szu and I shared a bed, in the darkness I could sense the thoughts and
moods pulsing from her stone-still form, a telegraphed presence so strong it felt like
an extra being. When my feet skimmed hers she was cold as ice. I turned away
simulating sleep, and put my face on my hands. Nothing worked; I couldn’t block her
out. She was like sarin gas, leaked poison.

Szu and I had one argument (if it could even be called an argument- as always
she was annoyingly reticent, conciliatory, muted) and after that she kept away from
me. For a couple of weeks I slipped into a rhythm of normalcy: revision, choir
practice, new friends from choir, a couple of bland but pleasant girls whose names I
barely recall now. Occasionally I spied Szu’s shuffling gait out of the corner of my
eye, those sallow limbs like chopsticks, and I just looked the other way. She grew
thinner and more sunken, her voice strangled soft if she was ever called upon. Her
deterioration was both frightening and affirming to me; on one hand I worried but
on the other I felt that I had made the right decision. Even the bullies left her alone.
Our big exams were close and it was one step too far to pick on a girl who was clearly
unwell, who had only recently lost her mother.

Things might have carried on this way through our O Levels and until we
graduated and went our separate ways, had she not collapsed one hazy morning that
smelt of burning. It happened just before assembly. I was standing elsewhere and I
remember a cluster of people forming a space for her, the murmurs of distress. Our
first O Level exam was the week after. Two days later she fainted again, during a
Chemistry revision session. I wasn’t there but I heard about it within the hour.
Something about an ambulance and emergency services; they took her to the hospital,
she was too ill to sit for the exams. Everyone in our level was intrigued and a little
envious of her exemption and all of a sudden they remembered that Szu and I were
supposed to be best friends.

‘How is Szu, heard any news?’ Clara and Meixi and Elizabeth Kwee asked.

‘Um, she’s recovering,’ I said, supposing this was true.

Then, mid-way through the exam period, I received a call at home. It was

Aunt Yunxi. She spoke in English, her voice crackling.
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‘Can you come and visit? Szu is not well.’
*
Going down Szu’s driveway after a long absence, I remembered the wake with its
strangers and interruptions, and the irretrievable ease of our early days. The garden
stank of rotting vegetation. Crickets and cicadas trilled. Swarms of gnats followed me,
flirting with my hair.

Aunt Yunxi was waiting at the door. She looked the same, stale and dusty as
tinned food and very thin. She wore a patterned mauve blouse and trouser set. She
did not return my smile; just let me in through the sitting room with its lit altar.

‘Be careful, floor is wet,’ she said. A blue bucket stood in the corner of the
kitchen. I caught a glimpse of the fish tank, which lay empty. The glass of the tank
was still dirtied green with mossy stones at the bottom.

‘You want something to drink?’

‘No thanks, Auntie.’

I could feel her displeasure. I knew that she knew I had neglected her niece.
Szu’s bedroom door was open and I walked down the corridor at a gingerly pace,
trying to seem casual but chockfull of guilt and dread. Szu lay in bed, facing the wall.
Her long black hair was tucked under the bobbled pillow. Her toes stuck out of the
edge of the bed frame. The rest of her was covered in a thin checked blanket that I
hadn’t seen before. The scene reminded me of Amisa in hospital, the impersonal
antiseptic tang of the air, that palliative print.

Her breathing sounded shallow. She had the scuffed, bony elbow of an old
woman.

‘It’s me!’ I called out. Szu didn’t move. The air in that purple bedroom was
stagnant. I sat on her swivel chair and put down my schoolbag. After a few seconds
she stirred and turned toward me. She had a serene expression but her skin betrayed
her, worn and jaundiced. She attempted a smile and I smiled back, but I didn’t mean
it Where was my kindness? Szu Min was sick and she wasn’t going to take her exams
at the same time as everyone else. Her aunt was creepy and possibly a charlatan. And
both her parents were gone. Life sucked for her, but all I could think of was how
burdened I felt, as if my time was being wasted. I had my E-Maths and History exams

the next week and my head was full of facts and numbers. I wanted to do well enough
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to move on.

Szu let out a long deep breath.

‘I think I'm dying,” she said.

‘No, you’re not,’ I replied. “You're bluffing, right?’ I didn’t believe her but my
eyes filled with tears. Suddenly I felt incredibly and frankly sorry about the last few
months, I wanted to reach out and hug her, but she seemed so frail.

‘Auntie says I've offended some spirits, and I've breathed in bad air. I have
light bones and a light body and if I am not careful I will die young.’

‘Is that what the doctors said?’

‘Don’t remember. It doesn’t matter, anyway.’

She looked away and lay back so she was facing the ceiling. She closed her
eyes. I wondered if she wished I wasn’t here or if she was waiting for me to say
something, even to apologise.

After a few minutes I started talking. I went on and on and the only sign Szu
was registering me was the grand, guileless way her eyes stirred behind their lids as if
she was rapid dreaming. Perhaps thinking she was asleep encouraged me. By that
point, I was past caring how she would judge me and I had no consideration for the
effect my words might have. Whatever my reasons, that day I decided to tell her
something I'd never mentioned before and which I've never told anyone since.

*
I was eight years old, a quarter of a century ago. One afternoon in September, it
rained so hard the mud by the roadsides rose and swelled. As I looked out from the
windows of my schoolbus the big long kang along the main road coarsed with drain
water the colour of milk tea. By the time I got home the sky had ruptured into a
torrential monsoon shower.

We lived in our old flat back then, in our old life; this was just before my
father’s business took off. It was on the third floor of the block. I tried the front door
and it was locked. I pressed my ear against the window and heard the flat thrum with
unmanned smugness. I shivered and rattled the brass handle as if it would budge. My
mother must have forgotten that choir practice was cancelled and I would be coming
home three hours earlier. I was too young, apparently, to be trusted with my own set

of keys.
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My parents had recently fired Melati. She was our maid, a quiet twenty one-
year old from Indonesia who had probably lied about her age to her agency and was
eighteen at most. I adored Melati because she was funny and kind to me, but she had
one fatal flaw. She could not stop eating sweets all day. This snacking habit was
considered unacceptable even if she worked hard and the boiled sweets and chocolate
were bought with her wages and she sometimes shared.

Without Melati the door was a dead end. I shivered outside the double-locked
door, shit brown with a green grille. I tried to rattle it even though I knew my efforts
were useless. My fists felt soft and weak. I must have stood there in my soaked
pinafore for over half an hour, schoolbag by my feet. I stared at my Bata shoes, and
then at the dirty concrete, and finally the rippling grass two storeys below. I thought
of the unthinkable pain I would feel if I jumped. I anticipated it as abstractly as adult
romance. How my legs would crumple. How my body would fold.

I kept to the sheltered walkway, one foot in front of another, a game,
pretending I was on a zig-zag balance beam instead. My schoolbag sopped through
my back, my textbooks heavy and useless. I felt hungry and cold. I went all along the
corridor and then up the stairwell. I couldn’t have climbed more than a few floors.
But later on, when I tried to get the events straight, it was like something in my brain
just couldn’t compute. The corridors and identical dun-and-apricot coloured blocks
merged and warped into an infinity of stairwells and hallways, like an M.C Escher
drawing. It’s funny how we get so used to the environments we live in that going
down a different pathway becomes as unnatural as writing with your non-dominant
hand.

Being on the other side of our block of flats, which Leslie and I hadn’t
bothered exploring for a while, was enough to unsettle. The floor I found myself on
looked just the same as our own, down to the brown bristle welcome mat a couple of
doors ahead, and the single potted plant in the corridor. My skin felt clammy and in
need of a wash. The rainstorm kept its angry piston beat. I scratched a mosquito bite
on the back of neck, unsure of what to do next.

A door opened, half way down to the right, exactly where our flat would be,
except this wasn’t our floor. First the inner lock, and then the grille came unlatched.

An auntie popped her head out. She had white hair and a foggy face. She reminded
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me of a turtle because of her slow, reptilian stare and the sagging skin of her neck. We
had lived in this building for years but I had never seen her. She beckoned for me to
come over.

‘Ah girl. You're Circe, aren’t you?’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘Your mother told me to let you in if you were locked out,” she said. ‘Don’t just
stand there, you’ll catch cold.’

I stayed where I was, even as she came out and beckoned. She stood opposite
me, arms akimbo. She was old, and quite fat. I could see the lumps of her tummy
where her blue blouse clung to her, and the dappled flesh under her arms.

‘Your ma told me to look for you. Glad you came here.’

‘You know my mom?’

‘Yes, of course. She said to have you over for tea.’

She spoke like a teacher that had been educated overseas, yet it was hard to
place where her accent came from. I guessed Hong Kong or Taiwan.

I peered behind her and into her flat. It was dark in there, not even a TV on. I
could see the floral edge of a sofa, and the floor was speckled. Now I must say here
I’m not stupid: I remembered what we had been taught since kindergarten, about
dangerous strangers, even if Singapore is one of the safest places in the world. The
instructional videotape told us to refuse everything offered and to step away slowly,
claiming parents were close. I felt flattered that if this woman was a kidnapper, I was
deemed worth it and cute enough for criminal calculation. Usually the missing
children on TV were British or American, blonde baby beauty queens or mop-fringed
cherubs.

‘Come in lah,” the woman said. ‘Stop dilly-dallying. Your ma Magda told me
to take care of you. I know her from bible study. She never say, ah? I'm Madam
Chang, by the way. Nice to meet you.’

Madam Chang herded me in. Her living room was dingy as hell. She gestured
toward a rattan chair. The room’s only illumination came from a small aquarium in
the corner. Algae grew across the top and bottom of the glass. Two big, bloated
goldfish with ragged tails drifted about. They were pearly white with a tinge of red, as

if their scales had faded. One of the fish had cataracts.
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‘Would you like some juice? Or some Milo?’

‘Maybe some Milo.” I replied. “Thanks, Auntie.’

She went into the kitchen. Through the din of the rainstorm I heard the pad
and hum of the fridge door. She returned with a cold packet of Milo. I took it from
her, and suspecting that it could be spiked or poisoned, dropped it on the floor.
Madam Chang picked it up and gave it back to me. Again, I let it fall. Making the
same mistake twice seemed to upset adults and teachers. If she angered then she
couldn’t be trusted.

‘You are naughty,” Madam Chang said as she placed the packet on my lap, but
she smiled as she said this and her yellow teeth shone. She sat on the rattan chair
beside mine, with her hands placed flat on her knees.

I smiled at her primly and shrugged. I shook the packet of Milo before I poked
the straw in. I wondered how long my parents would take to come back, and how
long the rainstorm would last. I sipped the Milo and stared at the goldfish with the
cataracts, bobbing unsteadily. It looked like it would go belly-up any moment.

‘You're looking at my jinyu, huh? Guess how old they are?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Come on, guess.’

‘Two?’ I took another sip, making a small gurgling sound with the straw. The
Milo tasted slightly bitter.

‘Wrong!” Madam Chang said, and grinned at me. “Try again. Come on!’

I shrugged.

‘They are both 150 years old. Husband and wife, you know. They lived
through the war and the British people. If I had more space these fishes would be the
size of ducks. Or even pigs.’

I said nothing and looked at the tiled floor.

‘Do you like school?’

‘It’s okay.” I replied.

‘Don’t say like that, Madam Chang said. ‘Okay only? You're lucky you get to
go. I never got the chance. My father made me stay inside all day. My sisters, some of
them so clever, but they weren’t allowed books, they had to cook and clean and sew. I

had to learn everything on my own. Don’t say the government bad to you to make
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you go to school.’

I rolled my eyes internally. I knew what pattern she was: Preachy Propoganda
Auntie. I loathed being lectured.

‘Can you read? Can you do maths?’ I asked, because I hated both those things.
T'm good at maths,” I lied. ‘T got full marks for my last test.’

‘Wabh, so clever.” she said. ‘Are you hungry?’

T'm okay,’ I replied, but Madam Chang got out of her seat. It cost her a great
effort.

I stared at the pile of women’s magazines neatly stacked on the coffee table.
Madam Chang returned with a plate containing some love letter biscuits. I took one
just to have something to do. When I bit into the biscuit it crumbled completely and
scattered all over my uniform.

‘How come you know my mom?’ I replied, as I helped myself to another. T'm
in the yard all the time. I've never see you.’

‘T keep to myself,” Madam Chang replied.

I was about to ask her why when she fixed me with a serious expression. Her
eyes were very shiny, and very black. All of a sudden she seemed sad, and her sadness
sucked the light out of the room. It had a weight to it, a heft.

‘You are a very special girl, Circe,” she said in a brittle voice. ‘Not everyone is
like you.’

The aquarium light shifted from purple into teal and the walls took on a
waving quality. In a matter of moments, Madam Chang seemed to grow younger as
the room turned the green of cartoon slime, nuclear waste. Now she didn’t look any
older than fifty. She had this serious, yearning expression. She reached toward me,
made to touch my cheek, and I winced, not because I thought she would hit me but
because when her hand got close I felt a force I can only describe as extreme vertigo,
or what I would find out years later is called a hypnic jerk, that jolt you get when
you're falling asleep.

In the laser green light, Madam Chang told me she was thousands of years
old. I can’t remember her exact words, just the gist of it. Even her voice changed. She
had a storyteller’s rasp now, almost theatrical. She was born in the Qin Mountains,

forever ago. When she was very small, five priests and an astrologer came to her
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house. They had searched the land for someone like her for a long time. They
inspected her body and declared that she met all the requirements. She had twenty
perfect teeth and a neck as curved as a conch shell and lampblack eyes and bovine
eyelashes. She was five years old. The men took her to a giant room full of the fly-
ridden heads of slaughtered animals. They snuffed out their torches and locked her
there in the darkness, alone. At the crack of dawn, when they found her sitting calm
and cross-legged amidst the carcasses, they declared her a goddess.

From then on she could only leave her chambers for ceremonial occasions.
She only saw her sisters. She was considered so sacred her feet could never touch the
common ground or her powers would leave her. She was carried everywhere on an
elaborate beaded palanquin and people wept when they caught a glimpse of her. They
made her offerings of giant fruit, rice, flowers, sometimes crayons, even though
everyone was dirt poor. Happy and reverent tears looked just the same as sad ones.
She was lonely and sick of making people cry. Her legs grew soft and weak as stalks.
Life carried on this way until she shed her first blood and she was told that just like
that she and her family would return to the anonymity of their own village. It was
very hard for her to be normal after years of being treated like a divine being on
earth. Even to walk with certainty, big bold steps, when she was accustomed to a
shuffle.

The men who married goddesses like her were cursed to early deaths, but she
didn’t want to believe it. She grew up, fell in love. Her husband, Mr. Chang, worked
in a mine. They made joy for each other for four perfect years, and then he fell ill. He
had dust in his lungs and the sinseh could do nothing to help. One night, when the
moon was so full it flooded the window; Madam Chang woke up with a gasp. She
remembered that trial night with the bloodied buffalo heads staring into her soul,
their victims’ eyes, and long dusty lashes. How moving, how cold. She wondered why
it marked her as special to have endured that. Now she was powerless. Her husband’s
laboured breathing rattled beside her. The sinseh said he had not long left. Her heart
hurt and she was seized with the impulse to get away from this sickbed and the pain
that filled every corner of the house. She decided to go walking up the mountain.

She wandered along the winding dirt path, lingering with the slow steps of one

reluctant to return home, but who soon must. Something small gleamed ahead,
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winking like a signal. In the middle of the mud she found a pearl. It had a glowing
pink luster. It was perfectly beautiful. She had never seen anything like it. Without
thinking, she put it in her mouth, tilted her head back and swallowed. It tasted foul.
Almost at once, she began to feel her bones lighten and her whole body had the
sensation of dissolving like foam. Her once sacred, now callused feet lifted from the
ground. Her shoes slipped off and then she floated up and away. She rose above the
trees more quickly than she could shout. She watched the village and the mountains
shrink to the size of her thumbs.

‘And then what?’ I asked Madam Chang.

Her hand brushed my knee. The light from the fishtank turned blue and lit up
the lines across her forehead.

‘T kept floating until the whole earth looked like a scroll full of ink smudges. I
went past clouds and birds. All the way until I reached the moon,’ she said. The living
room was now cast in astral blue.

‘Up there I had no need for shoes. It’s not so special, the moon, just rock and
cooled lava, it smelt of gunpowder. Like fights, like volcanoes. I heard a sound in the
distance, as if someone was chopping wood. How strange, I thought. That definitely
sounds like a woodcutter. I kept moving along, trying to get closer. I walked for many
hours but didn’t seem to be making any progress. Just when I was going to give up, I
heard a thump and a rustle. I looked around and saw a white rabbit peeking out of a
crater. First the little ears, and then the round eyes...’

‘No way!’ I exclaimed. “That’s the story of Chang Er, the moon goddess. The
Mid-Autumn festival is next week, right? The mooncake festival.’

‘Next week?” Madam Chang said, and peered at me with a small, shy smile.
Her pupils were huge. ‘Mooncakes?’

‘Come on, Chang Er? Everybody knows this one. It's in my Chinese
textbook...” I continued, though less insistently. ‘Even got a TV series about her last
year...” my voice trailed off and I stopped talking because now she was staring at me
like I'd offended her. Her eyes turned hard and beady for a moment. And then she
relaxed.

I could almost picture her as that young goddess with a delicate nose and a

rosebud mouth, drifting toward her lunar exile. Why were there a woodcutter and a
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rabbit on the moon? The myth made no sense. Why and how did she come back to
earth? I wondered these things but I didn’t want to know. Instead I put down my
packet of Milo.

‘I got to go home,’ I said.

‘Cannot, Madam Chang replied. ‘Your parents are out. You shouldn’t be
alone.” Thunder rumbled, lighting up the locked grille.

I tried to calculate if I could make a break for the door. My limbs felt leaden,
slow. Madam Chang got up and reached across me, toward the table. She grabbed the
topmost magazine: Nuyou. She flipped to the middle. The pages made a sound like
smacking.

The spread opened to a brown-haired Eurasian model posing on a chair,
nothing unusual, but all these pieces of paper fell to the floor.

‘Look at these, Madam Chang said. ‘I made them myself.” I didn’t want to
touch anything. She pressed a few pieces firmly into my hands. The pieces were thin
as tissue. I held one up to the light, my hand shaking. It was cut in the shape of a bird.
Another was shaped like a prowling paper cat.

‘Cat,’ I said. I tried to get up but I was stuck.

‘Do you like them? I made for you.” she said. She smoothed a piece out with
her two hands, turned to me. She put her face right in front of mine.

‘Circe. Listen,” she said. “Time is a wild animal. Time is a tiger. Time is an ox.
Time is a rat. Xiao lao shu,” she said in Chinese, waving the stencil almost comically.
‘You're a little rat.’

The light changed to yellow. A goldfish plopped in the tank. The person who
called herself Madam Chang looked old again. She moved around behind me. I froze.
She put her hands on my shoulders. I dropped the stupid stencils.

‘You’re young now, but one day your body will change.” Madam Chang said.
Her hands moved gently around my neck. My eyelids felt heavy. Her voice sounded
garbled, as if filtered through the fish tank. “Your skin will loosen. You will drop hair.
One day you will wake up with your bones all wrong and find it hard to move like
you used to, and you can’t run from that.’

When my mother returned around five-thirty with Leslie in tow, she found

me slumped in the corridor outside our flat. I had fallen asleep with my schoolbag as
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my pillow, legs curled up, arms splayed at angles. The rainstorm had died down to
just a small, steady trickle. It was almost dark. My uniform was all crumpled and I
had a smear of blood on my right leg but no cut; she checked. Later on my mother
would tell me the smudge looked like if you smacked a huge mosquito just as it was
biting you.

‘Where is she?” was the first thing I asked when I came round.

‘Who? my mother asked as she pressed a cold towel to my forehead.

‘Madam Chang. The auntie who lives upstairs. From your bible study group.
Is she here?’ I looked around furtively, eyes bulging. My temples pulsed.

‘No, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know such a person.
You're not feeling well. Go back to sleep.’

By the time my father came home from work, I was running a high
temperature. They took me to the doctor who concluded that I had dengue fever.
Fever can cause hallucinations; my forehead was hot as a stove.

My parents asked around the block but nobody had heard of a Madam Chang.
I was too scared to go with them to look.

‘It was the same door as where our flat would be, just a different floor,’ I said.
‘Moon lady with the fish tank.’

They looked at me like I was mad.

‘Bible study group.’

‘Stop saying that!” my mother cried out. ‘For the millionth time, there is no
Madam Chang in my bible study group!” she considered the air. “‘We do have a Mrs.
Chan, though.’

‘Not her,’ I replied. ‘She’s nice.”

‘Did this Madam Chang do anything to you?” my father borderline bellowed.
‘Anything unusual?’

My mother tutted. “Teck, don’t say like that. She won’t understand.’

My father’s face was like thunder. He grabbed my arm and my palm opened
into nothing. Without understanding fully, I knew the rough of what he meant. The
speculation reddened my cheeks.

My parents tried every flat in the block. My father couldn’t find a place like I

described, with a fish tank in the corner, a floral sofa, rattan chairs, and gray floors.
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He scolded that it was my fever talking, that I had dreamt it all up. I was already
known for telling tall-tales, exaggerating. On television, my mother spotted a living
room that matched my description precisely- it was the set of a maudlin Channel 5
“dramedy” called Bukit Panjang that showed every Thursday at 8pm. Even if it
looked slightly different all the components were there.

I could go look upstairs for myself if I wanted, they said, but I did not. For the
remaining year we lived there, I never took the stairs up to the other floors again.
Leslie was spooked by the smear of blood on me, and focused on the prospect of a
ghost that had given me the fever. In the end my mother concluded that I had scared
myself. There were simple, often boring explanations for everything, she said.

*
By the time I stopped talking, Szu had a wide and peaceful smile across her face. She
looked like a kid that had just heard a cozy bedtime story. I felt irritated. What I had
just told her did not comfort me. Now that I had gotten the words out, I felt like they
were wasted. I stared at the dusty floor.

‘Is that why you have trouble sleeping?” Szu asked.

I looked up at her. Her eyes were bright and irritating.

‘Well, yeah.” I said. ‘Sometimes I have bad dreams and wake up in the middle
of the night. And can’t get back to sleep.’

‘I see,” Szu replied. ‘Bad dreams of Madam Chang?’

‘No. Just random nightmares. Anyway, it’s better now.’

‘No Madam Chang?

‘No.’

‘And you just never saw her again? This woman who lived on the moon?’ Szu
interlaced her fingers over her stomach, very proper, like a little princess. Her wrists
were tiny. Her expression was thoughtful and alert, eyes rising out above a crisp and
pointy face. Almost like a ballerina. She looked a world away from the big-boned,
gallumphing girl I had met at the start of the year.

‘Nope,” I replied, blithely. ‘Didn’t want to look for her, either.’

I didn’t bother to mention the article in the newspaper I stumbled upon a
week after the incident. I kept the clipping for years, tucked away in a Hello Kitty
folder; September 23, 1995, TOP STORIES.
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Two patients had escaped from Woodbridge Mental Hospital and remained at
large, hiding out somewhere, or maybe they had crossed the Causeway, who knows.
VULNERABLE ADULTS, the article said. Below were two grainy photos. One of the
escapees was a frazzled Indian man in his forties with a villainous moustache and a
granite stare; the other was an unhappy-looking Chinese woman in her late sixties,
not called Madam Chang, but she bore a resemblance. They could have been cousins.
Sisters, at a stretch. I couldn’t shake the connection out of my head.

I thought I would show that newspaper clipping to the police one day,
triumphant, and they would catch her. But that never happened. And my parents
never asked me any further questions. It was horrible, no one believing me. Not even
my brother, who was ten and supposed to be my best friend. When I turned thirteen I
burned the clipping with a lighter.

‘It’s funny, a woman on the moon,’ Szu said. ‘Like what you brought up about
the astronauts. Madam Chang left earth and came back. What if you could leave
earth and come back? Was Madam Chang real, or a ghost? What if you could ask a
ghost what they know, why they were like that? Is that possible?’

She was prattling. I shrugged and picked at a hangnail.

‘What if what my aunt does is genuine? Szu continued. ‘All my life I never
believed it. I saw too much backstage business, their expenses books, the way they
discussed clients, and all that...but what if it’s for real?’

‘Who the hell cares?’

‘You care. You said so yourself. At the bus stop, in town. Maybe this planet is
just one place to be in, of so many others. And you can hop around. And time travel
isn’t just made up.’

Szu was babbling bullshit. And she was so fixated on the stupid moon, which
was missing the point, even though I couldn’t quite describe what the point was. I felt
slighted.

‘You've got me thinking...who knows..." she said.

I stopped listening and watched her with a mixture of tenderness and disgust.
She reminded me of a diseased animal with her furry skin and reddened eyes. Just
like a rabbit afflicted with myxomatosis, which was a word we both learnt when we

were friends all of half a year ago because it was a song on a Radiohead album. It
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seemed to me that all the knowledge I held on to at sixteen was either too awful or
embarassing to forget, or just useless facts, lazy and incidental. Everything else I
simply lost track of. Our placid afternoons of listening to music together seemed far-
fetched now, fictional.

‘My mother used to think I was special, in a good way,” Szu continued. “‘When
I was little I took a long time to learn how to talk. But once I got the hang of it, I
started growing really fast. Taller, and chatty. And then she didn’t like me any more. I
could see it happening but I couldn’t do anything to change it. It was beyond my
control. I wasn’t special enough.’

I crossed my arms and leaned back in the chair. I'd heard this diatribe from
her many times before.

‘Even you are more special than I am,” Szu said softly.

I pitied her too much to be offended. I flashed a brief smile, and shook my
head. Szu released her stare and tilted back to the wall. I guess I should have told her
that we were both unique, some small kind reassurance to make her feel better. It was
clear that she was still consumed by the mean mystery of her mother, a lifelong
rejection she had outlived but not necessarily outlasted. Something flipped, knotted
and hardened deep inside my guts. I wanted to tell Szu that her mother, for all her
faults, had seemed to acknowledge my horrible encounter with Madam Chang even
without me telling her, and she had been so extraordinarily kind about it. Even just
that once, but I'd never forget it, and never forget her. How she told me we were both
different as she clasped my hands in her slight, cold palms. And I felt it then, a bond
that even her own daughter didn’t share with her, and Amisa sensed it in me too,
even if she ignored me ever after. What linked us was something real and true and
rare. Szu wouldn’t understand.

T've got to go,” I said instead. ‘T've got tuition soon.’

It was a lie but hopefully Szu didn’t notice. I patted my hands on my lap and
stood up. She kept quiet and drew a sharp intake of breath as I hoisted my backpack
and tucked my feet back into my shoes.

‘Don’t go,” she said in a quiet voice. ‘Please.’

I paused.

T can’t action that.” I replied. ‘Not today. You’ll be okay. You just need some
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rest. Seeya later, Szu.’

No response. Just the still curve of her cheek. Lank strands of hair across the
blanket. She sniffed twice.

As I made my way down the corridor I glanced at Amisa’s emptied bedroom:
door gaping, curtains drawn, dark furniture. It was depressing to see it so exposed,
just a square room not much bigger than her daughter’s, scent of mothballs with a
hint of floral freshener. That old, mysterious haunt. It didn’t provide any answers.
Szu felt cheated of explanations, and I felt sorry for her. But life just happened and it
wasn’t fair, wasn’t my fault. Memory tussled us backwards with idiot hands, just the
past insisting on its pastness because it didn’t know what else to do.

At the kitchen doorway I said goodbye to Aunt Yunxi. She was hacking a
watermelon to pieces and she turned toward me with a wary look. She made a sound
of acknowledgment: ugly, almost guttural. It was only when I hurried all the way out
of the cul de sac, veered right and reached the bus stop that it hit me with a pang that
Szu might have been crying. I didn’t know yet, nor did I truly expect it, but that was

the last time I saw her.
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SZU

24.

I’'m watching the 8pm news with my husband Ben and my daughter Elizabeth when

my phone vibrates. I tilt the screen to read it:

Hi Szu,

This is Circe here, from secondary
school? Long time no see. | got
your number from Leslie. He says
he ran into you the other day. Nice
to know you’re back in town. |
was wondering if u were free to
catch up sometime?

I glance up at the television. Wide shot of nebula, cut to scientists talking. Chang’e 6,
the unmanned lunar orbiter from China, just landed on a lava plain on the moon.
The footage shows the shuttle in the black thickness of space, and then it cuts to a
diagram indicating the location of its landing.

‘The landing site is a vast lava plane called Mare Imbrium, the Sea of Rains.
Data gathered from the orbiter will be used to refine key technologies for further
missions...’

I glaze over at the newscaster’s magenta lipstick and sleep-deprived face and
ponder the message. Elizabeth tussles my arm and I smile at her. I was holding her
hand when I ran into Leslie at Railway Mall the other day. Elizabeth and I were on
our way to buy cornflour and onions. Leslie, my first crush; I was surprised by how
much he’d changed, when really, isn’t that how time works? He looked like a grown,
tired man, but I couldn’t help but paste the ghost of his eighteen-year old self over his
features. We made small talk and bade our farewells and I remembered the abrupt
way I’d said goodbye to his younger sister.

It’s been seventeen years since I last saw her. Circe left my childhood bedroom
in a criminal hurry, tossing excuses in her wake. I knew she meant well but she was

afraid of and for both of us. And she had just shared something ugly and important.
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But I didn’t know what to say, nor how to help her. I was at the start of my worst, way
back then. It’s hard to find the strength to be giving or forgiving in times like that. It
was a worst that would take me years to wade out of. I can name it plainly with a
developing detachment, now that 'm well: my eating disorder, the way I tried to use
the numbness I felt from denying myself to blanch and stymy the gushing, greedy
chaos of everything else. It sounds dramatic, but that was a dramatically bad year.
When I was ill everyone at school pretended not to notice. They thought kidgloves
were the kindest way to handle me. I felt like I lost my mother at sixteen, and my
father all over again. All I had, at the end of it, was Aunt Yunxi. Even she knew we
couldn’t completely rely on her amulets, her twists of dried roots and white fungus.

T told you your friend is bad news,” she said at the time. ‘Abandoner. Don’t
worry, I'll summon a long wriggling worm inside her, because that’s what she is, a
little worm herself.” I laughed, weakly.

I withdrew from school. We moved out of the house two weeks after, and
went to Penang to meet my aunt, my real aunt, for the first time. Jiejie is the kindest
woman in the world and took Yunxi and me in without question.

Not that Yunxi needed her help- she’s the most resilient person I know.
Shortly after I moved in, Aunt Yunxi went on one of her expeditions again- this time
to Tibet. She comes and goes as she pleases. And when she came back from one of her
trips, a few years back, she announced to all of us that she had renounced her
mediumship, and she was now a born-again Christian. It makes me happy she’s
happy. Now she lives with two church friends in Georgetown. She still behaves like
the same person she was in her other life- with her hoarse, funny voice, her jolty
mannerisms. I remember her trying to explain to me many years ago about the
difference between shamans and mediums. How shamans have the power to let their
spirits leave their bodies, lift off and walk far from home. They travel across great
distances, encountering wonders we’d never otherwise see or know. Mediums are the
reverse, they invoke, inviting gods and spirits into their bodies and feeling them as
violently as a flagalation. I think Yunxi was trying to tell me that if our body is a
vessel we have to treat it with respect while we have it to ourselves. But I'm not sure;
she’s always been a roundabout type.

Ben flips the channel and the trailer for Ponti 2020 comes on. I make a face
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but before he changes it again I shake my head and we turn to watch it together.
Eunice Prinze looks nothing like my mother. The new Ponti runs barefoot from one
end to the other of the glittering hull of Marina Bay Sands. New Ponti wears a maxi
skirt. New Ponti haunts crisp-collared expats on Boat Quay. New Ponti tells the
(predictably white) leading man,

T've lived through things you wouldn’t believe. Trust me,’

‘How can I trust a monster?’ he asks.

‘Will you take a gamble?’

‘For you, yes.’

I roll my eyes as they kiss to synthy muzak.

‘Maybe it’s not bad. We can hate-watch it at home,” Ben says.

‘Yeah, definite hate-watch material,’ I tell him. ‘At least they’re trying to push
the film. So much effort. Remember those weird stencils the PR company sent us?’

‘And the hamper at the end! I think they feel guilty that they are butchering
your mother’s legacy.’

‘Hm. Maybe.’

The trailer ends and an American crime serial comes back on. Elizabeth starts
hitting the blue cushion with her fists.

‘Stop that, you little monkey!’ I tell her.

I turn back to my phone.

Hey Circe!

Good to hear from you.

Leslie says you’re doing well.

It would be great to catch up. I’'m

free any day next week except
Wednesday, so just say when.

I hit send and watch the blue bar grow.

*

I've started part-time filmmaking classes, Wednesday evenings from 7-1opm. It’s a

foundation course. This week for homework we have to do some basic editing.

283



Perhaps because the remake is coming out soon, or 'm a masochist, I've
picked footage from the original Ponti. I have it in front of me, digitised, scrubbed to
clarity. 'm fixated on one particular sequence that comes from twenty minutes into
the film.

We open with a shot of a grotesque banyan tree, its limblike aerial prop roots
and obscuring vines. Stillness. One beat of shadow. Leaves stir. And then the
monstrous human thing that is my mother begins to emerge. First her thin white
hands. And then her bloodied, beautiful face. Followed by the rest of her, an elegant
attack of white dress and scarred legs. I'm obsessed with this moment. I keep looping
it back and rewatching, as if she’ll grant me answers after a thousand repetitions.
Amisa, Ponti, Xiaofang hides from and reveals herself to me over and over, in the
hypnotic shifting of frames. Her moonbeam skin comes into focus, before
disappearing into the darkness again. The hope in her face breaks my heart. Rewind.
The hate in her face breaks my heart.

I'm thirty-three now. As the gap narrows, twelve years between my age and
my mother’s when she died, I approach the notion of my forties with a tentative faith.
So we are put on this planet and we won’t make it out alive. But while I'm right here,
I can try to be kind. As my mother the horror movie actress blooms out from the
vines, I press pause and detest her and miss her, all at the same time. But most of all I
talk to her. I remember my silly incantations before I entered the school gates. How I
willed words to work, lines of protection. As if she can hear me from the other side, I
lean in to the screen and tell Ponti the same thing I wish on my daughter every night.
So it’s a hot, horrible earth we are stuck on and it’s only getting worse. But still. I
want to care for you always. May you be safe, may you feel ease. May you have a long,
messy life full of love.

I unpause the footage but this time it doesn’t respond. I click again. The

screen stutters and stalls into an imperfect blur.

THE END
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