
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for City Like Water


“In Natascha Bruce’s dizzy, delightful translation, Dorothy Tse summons a world that magnifies and probes the seam between dark dream and heart-rending reality. Engaging and exhilaratingly inventive, encrusted with beguiling detail, City Like Water paints a metropolis like no other—and every other.”

—Polly Barton, author of What Am I, a Deer?

“How to describe a city when its very existence is at odds with a dominant narrative? In City Like Water, Dorothy Tse conjures a corroded reality inhabited by strange (and estranged) citizens, seductive illogic, and bizarre meals of haunted lotus roots and rice. With shimmering prose—gorgeously rendered by Natascha Bruce—Tse evokes the disquieting collision of revolt, nostalgia, and desire.”

—Kaliane Bradley, author of The Ministry of Time

“Gritty and fragile at the same time, City Like Water addresses a central horror of our times: the overtaking of our cities and people by the powerful. It does so without surrendering to the tamed version of reality, but by renaming the fear and reenvisioning resistance. That is exactly what poetic lucidity is supposed to do.”

—Yuri Herrera, author of Season of the Swamp
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City Like Water







In a Dark Green Boat


In the place I used to live, my rusty top bunk rocked like a boat. Night after night, it carried me off towards a secret crevice. Some nights the crevice unfurled a tongue to lick me, and barked at me, sending jolts of excitement through my narrow little life. Other nights it sneaked into my embryonic dreams and bared gleaming fangs, nipping at the nerves of my memory like a feisty lover. During the day, it healed over and became just another scar in the battered walls of our post-war apartment building, the vast and varied secrets of bygone eras held closely within.

The walls were grey, and the staircase that descended silently through the building was dark, opening onto a street where dust and sunshine ran riot. Plants and trees were few and far between, but all year long crowds of people sprang up from the street like mushrooms, their jumbled shouts and earthy faces constantly vying for attention. Meanwhile, meat-red plastic bags whipped round in circles, tied to the blades of fans to scare off flies, and sunlight spread itself evenly across the cratered surfaces of all the orange orbs on the fruit stands. I’d look on as the hands of counterfeit watches did their best to tick, and polyester scarves fluttered in the breeze. Inside a row of plastic eggs, electronic pet aliens awaited the right moment to hatch.

I can’t prove any of this. Those streets are unfindable now. Not because of some developer wiping them off the map, like smears from a kitchen table, or because of a corrupt political regime, or because of any other reason the internet might cook up. That world decided for itself. To evade serial numbers, imposed order and the stink of disinfectant, those sun-dazzled inhabitants gathered close their unspoken words and slunk into the cracks of buildings, where they transformed into cockroaches. With their antennae twitching, and their backs ridged with mysterious codes, they scuttled off into the dark.

Those streets are no longer on the city’s epidermis. They’re somewhere deeper, inside our muddied, contaminated memories, shielded by the seahorse coil of our hippocampus, that physical manifestation of the memory god.

My own memory is a mess. A ravenous, never-tidied storeroom, constantly in motion. A chaotic sea. But the tides of my sea must follow some kind of rule, some subliminal rhythm, because some things sink forever beneath the waves while others keep bobbing to the surface. Among them, an old drawing of mine: the city’s metal become one with its living flesh, genitalia melded and thrust into the air, like a giant black peony in full bloom.

In this memory, I’m still in primary school. All afternoon, the sun has been lying on the classroom floor like a snoozing dog—fluffy, gentle, well-behaved, but jerked awake every so often by Peggy the English teacher with the perm, the one we call Piggy, clacking up and down in her high heels. As she approaches my desk, reality drifts back to me on a cloud of rose perfume. First come the pointy tips of her shoes and then, through her flesh-toned stockings, the creases between her squished-in toes. A single line of that mysterious toe cleavage is almost enough to win me over.

‘Your drawing is very futuristic,’ says Piggy.

‘It’s not about the future,’ I reply. ‘It’s about the past.’

I don’t tell her that the drawing is about my longing for the city’s industrial age. For heavy machinery, steel fists, fantastical steam.

I wasn’t around to witness the happy days when they say success came to those who worked like ants. Those days melted into air. Now they exist only in textbooks and late-night reruns of black and white films, in which the legend of our city’s golden age becomes stronger with every retelling: the people who arrived fleeing the North were the engines that powered the transformation. They made the cogs turn faster.

If it was a time when anyone could succeed, then the three of us—my mum, my dad and me—must have been the only ones who defied the laws of this science. We were stowaways inside a dark green boat, cramped up and holding our breaths, perpetually waiting to reach land. In the gloom, our long slender eyes were wide and vigilant as a cat’s. Our claws pierced only our own flesh, and we held our invisible tails stiff, anxious for our humble lives to avoid detection.

I silently copied out history textbooks that reflected nothing of history, in which the successes and failures of whole eras were recounted from the perspective of imperial rulers, according to whom a silent, compliant populace was a blessing, a sign of long-term peace and stability. I committed all this to memory, mouthing passages while at the same time being enveloped by them, terrified of the real history I found lurking inside. It was like entering one of those new-build indoor wet markets, the floor slick with foul-smelling waste that glistened like fish scales. Somewhere, a chicken’s throat was slit, its lingering final squawk absorbed by the blare of our home television.

On our television, my parents watched the Mark Six lottery balls spinning in a transparent wheel. Kenny Ng was always there in his bow tie, announcing each disgorged plastic ball, each ball with its own number, each number an emblem of hope. My parents grasped their tickets and stared raptly at the screen, as if their numbers were inside waiting for them, and a door about to appear on our flimsy wall to lead them to a whole new world. I hid in my room and memorized the lies from my textbooks as if they were computer code, all the better to insert myself into the giant mechanisms of the city.

I knew that the heavy machinery had lost its voice. The era of industry-in-plain-sight had vanished. But I didn’t realize that she would vanish too—Piggy in her high heels, along with the breeze through the acacia trees on the school grounds, and the playground where we didn’t have to sing a national anthem while watching the raising of a flag, and the hollow sounds of balls landing on tarmac. Certain kinds of factories remained: school factories, home factories, language factories, face factories, consciousness factories, hope factories. Huge, impenetrable universes and microscopic cells.

I can still picture the afternoon sun flooding the street and the old uncle on the corner slicing up cow entrails, the rich smack of his cleaver opening a glistening, fragmented world and the folds of his plaid shirt concealing countless shadows. Something must have gone wrong. Not some small miscalculation, but an abject failure. The city murmurs through the parted lips of the cow-entrail uncle, through the saliva dripping from the corners of his mouth. I start to listen to the noises. There’s a news story on a loop, a report of depressed teachers jumping to their death, and all I can think of is Piggy with her eyes closed, palms wide as if nailed to a cross and, as she plummets, her Burberry coat puffed out like a sail.





Sing Hallelujah!


Please, let me hold your face. Let me take it in my hands and squeeze so hard your teeth shift in your gums. It’s the only way you’ll look me in the eyes. You have to look deep into my pupils. Do you see the coils of incense smoke, the feeble glimmers in the dark of night?

I release the person in the mirror, my thoughts filled with those smoke signals of our distress. We used to light incense and worship together on the appointed days, appealing to the unhearing ears of mass-produced gods and Buddhas inside temples. We quickly realized it was pointless. Tin Hau, Empress of Heaven, with her painted brown skin and crossed eyes, never grew sad or angry, and Guan Gong just stood there, idiotic and red-faced, brandishing his blunt sword. Some of us turned to the god with the rockstar hair, the long-suffering Jesus, and followed him down to the sea chanting, Sing Hallelujah! Sing Hallelujah to the Lord! all through the night.

I remember a night of new year fireworks exploding over skyscrapers and cascading into the sea. Drunken spectators cracked the air with cheers, and their happy streams of vomit gave off an infectious stink. We gathered in the streets; we knelt on the ground to pray. Shake shake shake. Fortune sticks rattled in their bamboo holder. One year turned into another while the warrior god Che Kung scowled, presiding over his temple, and bestowed upon us a stick inscribed with a coded message: A field of stone may seem full of promise, but a painted cake is as dishonest.

At the moment the festivities reached their climax, I stood clutching an enormous plate of food. I had battled so long with the buffet that I no longer had any idea how to get back to my table. My plate was piled high, a magnificent food pagoda. A lobster stared down at me through puffed-out eyes, and big, greasy chicken thighs weighed on a slice of strawberry cream cake. I wasn’t hungry, but I dug my fingers into the cake anyway, cramming handfuls of it into my mouth, braced for the moment my pagoda would collapse. My arms ached from the effort of holding it all up.

In a corner of the dining room, an idle waiter was laughing hysterically. I asked him how to get back to where I’d been sitting, and he pointed to a wide-open window. Through it, far in the distance, a gleaming city rose from the middle of the sea. When had the restaurant transformed into a ship? We must have been sailing for hours. I wondered what to do with all my food.

When I first saw the waiter, his face had been youthful, but now I looked again and he had aged. His eyes were buried in wrinkles.

‘Isn’t it all just stage props anyway?’ he said. ‘No one cares if you waste it.’

‘But what about the people waiting for me to bring them dinner?’

There was a crash. A man had eaten too much and collapsed on the floor. The waiter rushed over and squeezed the man’s belly until a string of beautiful pink sausages emerged from his mouth, followed by a series of plump oysters. Then he turned back to me and said, ‘Are you sure they’re still waiting?’

Had so much time really passed? I could still remember standing on tiptoe to peer out of my grandparents’ windows at the huge shadows cast by planes as they slipped over the city. It all felt so recent.

My grandparents were the first in our family to migrate south, arriving in the city without a word of Cantonese. Eventually, they moved from the cramped, subdivided room where they had lived when they first arrived to a spacious new apartment, where I would race around barefoot on the unauthorized, sun-drenched roof terrace. Their new building was right by the airport, and planes cruised overhead like gigantic low-flying birds, their roar mixing with the din of my grandpa yelling at my dad.

That was when everyone in the family still had voice, and breath, and the city didn’t yet have a gravesite with our name on it. At home, there were no spirit tablets; no faces captured inside black and white photos, their secretive perma-smiles eternally hidden behind a rank of candles and incense. The family altar was still our ink-black television, with its bubble screen and cosy little case. When the opening credits started up, and all those familiar faces began to slide across the screen like horses on a carousel lantern, my dad would open the squeaky fold-out dinner table and gather us round it to eat.

Residents of our old apartment building were divided by flimsy walls and windows but brought together by a soap opera full of plot holes. The TVB Jade channel was in its heyday. It published its own weekly magazine, which predicted the fate of the soap opera characters with all the authority of the Holy Bible. That TV world seemed to extend to us too, as if we were also characters playing along inside it. Its commercials were prophetic, able to foretell the frozen fresh chicken wings we’d be gorging ourselves on a few weeks later, the exact brand of toilet paper that would soon be grazing my backside, and all the silly, shiny things my classmates and I were about to hanker after—a fast-food chain hamburger drenched in Caribbean Sea Breeze sauce, all seven Super Saiyan collectible keyrings, the Wall Tigers music poster that came free with a special issue of TVB Jade Weekly.

Late one night, I was about to leave the living room when ‘Not suitable for children’ flashed up on the television screen. It felt like stumbling upon an important discovery. Girls appeared and stood awkwardly in a line, like unpacked Matryoshka dolls. They wore identical bikinis, their only distinguishing feature the different numbers pinned to their chests. Someone started calling out individual numbers, and each time one of the girls had to walk up to a microphone and be interrogated by a sleazy little man. But the versions of the girls that could have given honest answers weren’t there; they’d been switched for puppet versions of themselves. When they spoke, their chins dropped and their mouths gaped open, as if their jaws had come loose. Their cheeks seemed to pull apart, and lines cut deep on either side of their lips. I heard my little sister chuckling inside a cupboard (now I remember! Back then I still had a little sister) but when I went to look, all I found was her double.

‘Let’s inspect each other,’ she said. ‘Then we’ll see the marks of the Creator’s hatchet.’

She climbed on top of me with a flashlight and pulled my T-shirt up to my Adam’s apple. Then she moved the beam over my belly, carefully tracing the scar that began at my navel, where the stitches used to be. She took my hand in hers and said, ‘We can dance, but we have to be careful. Otherwise we’ll see the fishing lines attached to our fingers, and we’ll stop being able to obey the puppet-master. We’ll get wills of our own and fall over.’

I reached for her face, wanting to catch hold of her. But her cheeks were smooth and cold, and then, suddenly, she was so far away.

After my sister’s face vanished into the TV screen, I had a dream that the night was pierced by a gunshot. I turned the TV back on, hoping to discover the source of the sound, but the rag-doll news anchor was unsmiling for once and didn’t tell me a single piece of news. She simply wept.

When had the restaurant lights been turned down? My food pagoda had grown unbearably heavy. The city was a tiny star-burst on the surface of the ocean; a weak nightlight leaving us to grope our way through the dark. Diners and wait staff were draped all over the deck, fast asleep. Waves sloshed in my ears. Was it time for me to get some rest too? After all, the way back to my seat was far from certain.





Black Bean Pig Tail Stew


I keep hearing bodies hit the ground. The thuds are like meteors, travelling across light years to bore through my skull, turning it to coral, crushing me into the dark seabed. There are so many varieties of coral in the waters around our city. I saw them listed in a book: pineapple coral, brain coral, horn coral. Is that what everybody sees when they sink to the bottom of the sea? Strange coral faces, right before they close their leaden eyelids and, smiling, float back to the surface like foam.

After Piggy vanished from this earthly plane, no other teacher paused at my desk to describe my drawings as futuristic. I could no longer draw the past, let alone the future. When they talked about the past, they talked about the results of recent mock exams; when they talked about the future, they talked about the topics of next week’s test.

‘They’re all on temporary contracts.’

I opened my desk drawer and found only a few wood shavings and a faint stink of mould. Then I brought my ear closer in and heard my little sister’s voice.

At home after school, I opened my mouth as wide as it would go. Anyone who came near enough could see it was a deep, black hole. My mum smiled an ingratiating smile and kept asking what I wanted for dinner. Pork and lotus root soup or black bean and pig tail stew?

‘Don’t tell me you’ve never heard those thuds before?’

I thought of the previous day, early in the morning, when I looked down at the street from the living room window and saw still-sleeping policemen. They raised their heads to look at me, and I felt a ringing in my ears. I waited patiently for them to proclaim something, but they were silent, their lips sewn tightly together. The corners of their mouths seemed tugged upwards, and the skin on their faces rippled.

‘Cause of death is not suspicious.’

I took a mouthful of rich, dark stew. From its oceanic depths emerged a slippery pig’s tail, thick as a finger. It jabbed at me accusingly.

‘Cause of death is not suspicious.’

The tail trembled inside its liquid, then started to laugh.

An empty seat appeared in our classroom. At first, I thought it was Twiglet’s. My classmates and I swore that we’d never forget him. He was stick-thin, with a head so long and skinny it looked like a wax gourd. His skin was greenish and fuzzy, and his voice was as deep as the sea. Once, we squashed a massive cockroach inside his Chinese history textbook, pressing until its body was flat and its antennae poked out over the top of the pages like a bookmark.

But the more we looked at the empty seat, the more we suspected that it had always been empty. It wasn’t the only one. The city’s birth rate was in decline, and some schools had been abandoned completely, becoming cavernous cemeteries of public life. We sneaked inside one, feeling our way through the dark, amazed by the weeds that had sprung up between the blackboards and wooden benches. We played hide-and-seek for a while in the undergrowth, where we stumbled across an old gossip magazine. Its glossy pages were splashed with colour photos of plump faces and thrust-out breasts. A feud between wealthy families or a sex scandal? We read the articles aloud to each other in the exaggerated style of an epic poem. A silly game, but the gloom and the sense of secrecy somehow elevated us, until we seemed to have transcended the bounds of space and time to reach an altogether grander plane of existence.

When we left the abandoned school, we were greeted by a darkened road. Something glimmered faintly at the far end.

A moonlit treasure chest that beckoned us closer.

A lonely public toilet.

Inside, the fluorescent ceiling lights flickered on and off, revealing the shadowy outlines of urinals. The cubicle doors were closed, but we could see from the gaps underneath that there was no one behind them. We’d all seen movies that started this way. We went down the row, cautiously pushing each door open, until we reached the last one and found it locked. Behind it, something rustled. A person or a ghost? One of us kicked the door in, and then—well, then we got the hell out.

What were we so afraid of? We gasped for breath, laughing hysterically. All we’d seen was a pair of bleary eyes, crouched over a tower of shit. A pair of hands had reached through the darkness, gripping a polystyrene take-out box. I’m trying to remember how it smelled in there—like char siu and chicken over rice?

We ate so much back then, yet we were always ravenous. Long before the bell rang for lunch, all we could think about was scrambling for boxes of char siu and chicken from the food cart that rolled into the schoolyard at lunchtime. The dry, skinny pork scraps were a suspiciously lurid orange, but we didn’t care; we liked them much better than the murky gravies smeared over rice in the other boxes.

As we raced down the corridor to the schoolyard, we would occasionally catch a glimpse into our teacher’s dark, sad eyes or hear the leaden thump of the principal’s footsteps as he moved towards us, trailed yet again by a band of unknown school inspectors.

An official letter was circulated. None of us had the patience to read it properly. Instead, we skimmed to the reply slip at the bottom. It said: I promise that I’m happy. I promise not to kill myself. I glanced around to check there were no torture instruments hanging from the walls. The line printed across the middle of the page was clean as a knife cut. Only a signature box, no option to check Y/N. Either we accepted, or we were out.

‘This doesn’t have to be a big deal.’

Someone laughed and said we should treat it like any other homework assignment, just a stupid thing to finish and hand in. I turned to look through a silent window, thinking of a person standing alone at the edge of a rooftop on a windy day, one leg extending slowly forwards, both arms wide, balancing.

‘This doesn’t have to be a big deal.’

In our city, in a single season of the year, there were more than two thousand cause-of-death-unknown corpses and more than two hundred suicides. Every season, bright red cotton tree flowers fell to the ground. Frangipani bloomed. I stood at the edge of a rooftop and slowly raised a leg. A hand reached for me—to hold me steady or to push me off?

Someone behind me said, Come on, it’s just a game! One, two, three, red light, green light. I kept staring straight ahead, imagining all the people just like me, listening to the same commands. I was alone, but also with them, listening carefully, sprinting for the finish line.

If it was all a game, the city was a fragile prop. According to the rules of the game, I had to stay perfectly still. One ill-timed twitch, and it would all come crashing down. But I couldn’t resist turning to look, and that’s when I realized the city I thought I knew had been switched for a different version of itself.

I can’t say exactly what vanished. Yet again, I hear the thud of a body as it hits the ground. My memories fracture and shift, as if viewed through a kaleidoscope.

I reached into my schoolbag for my notebook and wrote:

Five things not to forget:

(1) Twiglet’s wax-gourd face.

(2) The human-shaped sacks carried away from the foot of my apartment building.

(3) The pig’s tail giggling in my soup.

(4) I promise not to kill myself.

(5) My little sister’s voice hidden in the drawer.





Dolls Gone Unruly


Nobody will admit that my little sister ever existed. I’m the only one who’s glad she got away when she did, exiting our lives like a ball through a window, making barely a sound as she bounced off to the unseeable end of our blindingly sunlit street.

When my dad still worked in the toy factory, he sometimes brought home dolls that had failed to meet company specifications. I used to examine each one, trying and failing to understand why it had fallen short. One had a small torso, a coy smile, a big frilly skirt covered in flowers, and no legs. The hem of her skirt was attached to a circular base and had a long zipper running up the back; when you unzipped it, you realized there was nothing inside the skirt at all, just a big empty space begging to be crammed full of secrets.

My little sister left our apartment in her school uniform, her white dress so flimsy that it was practically transparent, a blue plastic belt encircling her waist. But she wasn’t going to school: her hair looked like a bomb had gone off, and her fingernails were all painted black. Her muscular legs scaled a two-storey lamppost as if it were a tree. She dangled upside down from the bend at the top and said, ‘You never know what skills might come in handy. You never know when a war might break out in the city where you live.

‘There’s a line from a film that goes: “When I die, the world will end.” You might think that’s just the ravings of some crazy girl, but take a look at your belly button. Then you’ll see. Everyone in the whole world is attached to everyone else by an invisible thread. When someone throws themselves off a roof, even if we’re fast asleep, it pulls the rest of us a little off balance.’

I have to admit: for a while, I almost forgot about my sister. I worked six days a week at a job that earned me enough to buy a secondhand car, and after work I used to drive around by myself, looking for remnants of our city’s great industrial past. The car glided through a gloomy wasteland of factories waiting to be torn down. Within that extinguished landscape, in the evening dark, I saw the outlines of trucks lined up on either side of the road, like enormous, comatose jungle animals. Occasionally workers would be out there unloading goods, although they seemed more like premature ghosts, come early to haunt the eventual redevelopment.

At a certain point, my interest in the industrial era vanished. I sped through a barely inhabited housing estate, through two lonely traffic lights, over a deserted pedestrian crossing, onto a two-lane highway and then along a narrow, winding road. The city blurred and shrank as I moved up the mountainside until, eventually, a big green gate blocked me from going any further.

Beyond that green gate, there was only darkness. A few cars were usually in front of it, their forms made strange and furtive by the gloom. On those secretive, don’t-ask-me-I-won’t-ask-you nights, I suspect that all of us, each inside our own metallic creature, had sunk to the very bottom of the city’s sea. Down there, outside of time, miraculous performances unfolded outside my car windows.

I wish I could pick up a brush and paint it for you: a kid doing acrobatics on a lit-up unicycle, a middle-aged housewife walking on her hands, a man slithering on his belly in and out of lined-up cans. But I can’t. The attempt would only cause the scene to pucker, and my memories of it would warp, lost to maddening creases in the paper. The truth is, I wasn’t alone. The reason that I drove all the way up the mountain was to fool around with a girl. I didn’t pay much attention to the magical world outside the car, allowing those miraculous watery beings to flow past the windows and slip beyond my remembering. But, at one critical moment, I know I glimpsed some girls dressed in black, faces obscured, flashing past like the vigilante sisters in the film Black Rose, duty-bound not to look back.

Did it happen more than once or is that my imagination, conjuring a déjà-vu? Moving as if hypnotized, the girls scaled the gate to seek refuge in another world. The far side of the gate was black as a hole. I wondered what awaited them.

I heard my engine start up again, the usual routine, tyres spinning the car along the highway. Everything felt as blank and transient as the landscape outside the windows. Nothing left a trace. I wanted to disintegrate on the wind and go extinct (go extinct rather than die, because it sounds closer to being exploded, to being launched into another realm). I was convinced that those Black Rose girls would never cross back from that other world. If only I had followed them. One clean, graceful leap. That was my moment, but I had failed to seize it, trapped by my fleshly desires. I had missed my only chance.

My girlfriend was no longer in her seat. Her face had melted into the vast sea of night like a bubble on the surface of water. I couldn’t even remember her name. I kept driving along the main road until I had to stop at a red light. Then I glanced once again at the passenger seat and saw my little sister.

She had headphones on and was listening intently to something.

‘Sorry,’ I said.

The traffic light changed to green. Cars honked behind me.

‘Do you remember what that singer was called? It’s weird, I’ve been listening to his music non-stop, but I’ve completely forgotten his name. Once, we were listening to him sing this song on TV and his name just vanished from the screen, then his face, then the hand with the microphone—but we could still hear him singing.’

I shook my head. ‘Sorry,’ I said.

Why didn’t my parents ever talk about my little sister? If someone else hadn’t once shared my bedroom, why did I sleep in a bunk bed? I always slept in the top bunk, where the ceiling bore down on me, and where the yellowing wallpaper peeled and expired dreams slunk in to occupy my nights. Were those dreams actually mine or did they come from my sister? My parents refused to comment. Slippers moved from one end of the hallway to the other. The radio kept being tuned to a different channel. A page was turned in a newspaper. Clothes were taken. Tiny things were constantly shifting around, and instead of conversation we had little tricks of the light.

Once a month I left a stack of bank notes on my mum’s dressing table, held down by a ruler, and those few millimetres of paper felt stabilizing, as if I had placed them under the foot of a wobbly chair. Life briefly seemed more balanced, even if our apartment was still cramped, and my dad still scoured the papers for coupons. When no one was home to look after him, he sneaked out to fast-food joints and used those coupons to order the cheapest, least nutritious item on the menu, joyfully feasting on the ten dollars and eight cents he’d saved. My mum saved up promotional stickers from the supermarket until she had enough for a special edition bird-of-paradise patterned plate or pot, which she would carry out of the kitchen full of food for us, her face beaming. Sometimes her smile seemed to cast a spell. She was so careful to fire up her stove at the same times every day, poisoning our memories with her aromas.

‘Sorry.’

I turned back to my sister and realized she was dressed like one of the Black Rose girls. Had she been among them, climbing over the gate? But the far side of the gate was black as a hole.

The bottom bunk was always covered in junk. Maybe that’s why my dreams always run aground halfway through and refuse to get moving again. Sometimes, I wake up still thinking about that stupid secondhand car. When did it finally get scrapped? In the rearview mirror, I saw a queue of angry cars behind me and felt trapped. Not because I couldn’t move forward, but because I couldn’t remember where it was I wanted to go.





Lotus Roots at War


Did the destruction begin with a single point of force, everything knocked over like a line of dominoes, or was the process more gradual than that—more like an army of termites gnawing through a piece of wood until the last support has gone and, all at once, it collapses into dust? In the chaotic sea of my memory, one scene often resurfaces. My mum sits on a stool in the kitchen doorway, knees wide, head bowed, hands busy pulling the strings off green beans. She repeats the same motions over and over: selects a fat pod from the plastic basin at her feet, expertly snaps off the tips, then pulls out a curly green tendril. She’s engrossed in her work, oblivious to the fact that her cheaply dyed, over-permed hair makes her look like an ungroomed poodle.

I have to admit that, for the longest time, I thought of my mother as something akin to a dog. There was a strange, urinous stink in our apartment that I suspected was because of her, marking out her territory. Our television screen had expanded to be bigger than our fold-out dining table, and the increasingly outlandish lies of the anchor on the 24-hour news channel only widened the gulf between me and my parents. Conversations with my mum never made it through the winding lexical corridors she built, littered with obstacles in the form of washing machine bills and leftover bowls of chicken and coconut soup. We never arrived at any new place of understanding.

Who would have guessed that, of all things, it would be a lotus root that snapped us out of our stupor? My mum walked into the kitchen with her basin of de-stringed beans and lifted a lid to check on the progress of her soup.

‘These aren’t lotus roots!’ she cried, her voice quaking with anger.

She turned off the burner and reached into the pot, grabbing a length of lotus root that had floated to the still-simmering surface.

Waving her steaming root like a sword, my mum marched out of our building towards the wet market. She wanted justice from the offending vegetable vendor. But which of them would have dared deceive such a customer? The rules of the wet market were strict. Strict yet invisible to the untrained eye; the opposite of the piles of gleaming melons that had been carefully laid out for the whole world to see. The Department of Health had organized a clean-up of the formerly unruly street hawkers, rearranging them inside a purpose-built, mustard yellow municipal services building, but this orderly appearance did nothing to change the relationship between the vendors and their customers. Spotlights were adjusted, and water spritzed onto withering vegetables to plump them up and make them seem more alive, while the best produce was held back, reserved in the shadows behind the stands for discerning shoppers like my mum—an old hand at the market game, respected by all the other housewives.

The delicate social order of the wet market had been upset, and blame for it fell on the illegal hawkers outside. They were new additions, strangers with faces more rugged than ours and hair several shades blacker, their expressions unapologetic. They arrived in front of the municipal services building like cartwheeling acrobats, there one minute and gone the next, whipping novelties out of boxes and winning over audiences with blood-red tomatoes and great white forests of cauliflower. Strange howls emerged from their bamboo baskets, accompanied by hushed promises about forbidden animals with the power to cure diseases. Day after day, these charlatans performed the old trick of you’ll never find anything like this anywhere else, and their over-the-top antics made us sway like charmed snakes. Even the most experienced shoppers lost their heads.

When she left our apartment with her lotus-sword in hand, my mum was fuming. How could she have let herself be fooled? It went against all common sense. A skinny, too-pale lotus root, and somehow she had been convinced to pay several times the usual price! Then, at an intersection, she came across a band of other women, all waving lotus roots of their own. They, too, were spitting with rage and seeking justice from the unlawful seller. For all of them, there was relief in knowing they were not alone.

‘Can you believe it? The roots are bleeding!’

The aroma of steamed rice spilled from the windows of every apartment building, but the housewives turned their backs on it and chased after the purple tail of the setting sun, heading for the municipal services building. There, they found the hawkers had packed up their makeshift stands and vanished. Even inside, the only person left was a cleaner in a pair of rubber boots, carefully rinsing the floor with a hose.

The hose water carried a fishy-smelling scum out onto the street. With these white crests of everyday debris foaming around their shoes, the women gripped their fake lotus roots and wondered if it was a sign they should go home. But this couldn’t wait another day. Tomorrow’s wandering traders wouldn’t be the same as today’s. Today’s lotus root cheat would probably never come back.

‘666!’

The number came to my mum out of nowhere.

Residents of our neighbourhood prided themselves on being as tough and self-reliant as weeds. Yet there was my mum, full of shame and self-recrimination for having failed in her duty, and what popped into her head was the police reporting hotline: 666. Everybody knew about this number, but it was like something from a fairy tale—a magical pouch that fairies and demons swore had life-saving powers, but which the rest of us considered only as a last resort.

For my mum, it wasn’t about just the lotus roots. It was about the constant arrival of strangers with dubious wares, and the threat they presented to our community.

666. The magic number connected her to a professional female voice. The pouch had opened, but it didn’t contain the miraculous solution she had hoped for. She tried to recount her version of events, but no sooner had she uttered the words ‘lotus root’ than the connection was lost. Each of the women tried to call in turn and each time ‘lotus root’ seemed to function as some kind of signal; they said the words and the call immediately ended, leaving them with only an inexplicable busy tone.

The housewives were committed to getting to the bottom of things.

‘Isn’t the police station just around the corner?’

‘I’ve never been to a police station before. No harm in seeing what it’s like!’

They set off as if on an expedition, enthusiastically recounting the many suspicious details they had noticed about the illegal hawkers. Then, as they drew closer to the ominous grey building, one of them pointed to an upstairs window.

‘Someone’s spying on us with binoculars!’

Before they could get a proper look, the station went suddenly dark, like an unplugged toy. No lights, everything eerily still. The women quickened their pace, thighs and arms strong from their daily shopping trips to and from the market. They reached the station just as its heavy front gate clanged shut.

Behind the gate, a uniformed man turned and headed back towards the building. He seemed to be exerting a great deal of effort but still moved very slowly, probably because his legs were so short and out of proportion with his large upper body. The women yelled at him and hammered on the gate with their fists, but he refused to look back. Eventually, he reached the entrance and was swallowed up into the dark of the building.

The housewives were dismayed, but more than that they were angry. To think of all the taxes they paid that went straight to line police pockets! How dare these officers knock off work before it was even properly dark outside! They walked back to the municipal building, complaining all the way. None of them had any intention of going home to get on with the cooking. One sat down on the steps at the building’s entrance, despite the filth, and the others followed suit.

At the far end of the street, a man and a woman passed by, both grinning from ear to ear. The woman was tall and the man was short, with bulging eyes and fleshy cheeks. He was trying his best to put his arms around the woman’s shoulders. The woman leaned back slightly, as if angling for a glimpse of the municipal building, and for a moment her face was in full view. Only after the couple’s grinning faces had moved out of sight did the housewives realize that the man was still wearing a police uniform, and the woman beside him—well, wasn’t it her who had sold them the lotus roots? They screamed and ran down the road after the couple, only to see them get into a police car. The car sped off, running a red light. It was a moment of epiphany for the women. The problem was not the lotus roots, nor the foreigners with their strange goods. The origins of their deception lay somewhere even deeper.

My mum didn’t come home that evening to tend to the grey mullet she’d left lying on a plate in our kitchen, buried beneath an extravagant layer of lemon slices, its melancholy eyes wide open. Nor did she tend to her beans, which waited in silence, still a bright, fresh green and misted with water droplets. She and the other housewives were consumed by a vicious rage. They looked at one another wordlessly and returned, once again, to the municipal building, where they sat down together at the entrance.





Flock of Birds Upstairs


Our streets were so narrow, so raucous, and people charged down them as if motor-powered, too rushed to notice the neon signs hanging over their heads. It hasn’t rained in days, but my dreams are filled with the pitter-patter of water droplets, falling from the monstrous air-conditioner creatures that used to cling to the grimy walls of our apartment building.

It could be that I’m still in the classroom. I see a page crisscrossed with printed green gridlines, the squares snowy white and gleaming, unsullied by ink. When I wake up, perhaps the director of student discipline will still be pacing around our desks. At school I had no choice but to keep my head down and fill my squares with characters, copying out whatever they wanted, stroke by stroke. I gouged the words they didn’t want into the insides of drawers, the backs of bus seats, lampposts—but even those weren’t what I actually wanted to say.

What I actually wanted to say was trodden beneath the soles of my feet, muted like the scurrying shadows. After school, I’d put on my backpack and walk, on and on around the streets, eyes on my silhouette while my mind conjured all the ways the police could collect evidence against me. I’d heard there was a crime called loitering. How far would I have to wander aimlessly, and for how long, to commit it? I mentally rehearsed my response to police questioning. I’d point into the distance, where dust swirled around the foot of a pedestrian bridge, and claim that was where I was headed. Headed to the bridge to uncover the meaning of my life. At dusk, the bridge was where the old men emerged, weighed down by suitcases and red-white-blue nylon bags. They set up folding tables and covered them in red or yellow cloth. Then, one by one, their lights came on, revealing the noble faces of masters of a hidden realm.

They say the main difference between a person and a thing is that the latter can only be defined by the actions of the former. We shake something to move the stuffy air, and that something becomes a fan. We extend a hand to tame something, and that something becomes a pet. Yet, beneath the bridge, a hollow-cheeked face-reader urged me to revere all creatures and all things in equal measure, and to let them guide me, especially the street that I grew up on, with its clouds of dust, its debauched laughter, and all the cheap, parasitic species that fed off it. He shook open a paper fan covered in ghostly nonsense words and warned me not to underestimate it. Without that precious five-dollar fan, how would he communicate with the spirits? And without this street, where would I go to cut loose?

I didn’t have the patience to listen to his whole lecture. All I cared about was being home in time for dinner, when I could feast like a brainless pet on the fluffy boiled rice and shiny fried luncheon meat that my mum had prepared for me. I could extend a finger to the hallowed on-button of the television set and a hero in flowing robes would appear on screen. He was invincible, smashing red-bearded, green-eyed foreigners into the ground and solving all the world’s problems in one fell swoop. What I liked even more was when, late at night, an old-timey black and white film came on, and the shadowy figures of the Black Rose sisters descended elegantly from the heavens to save our city from peril.

‘Forget imaginary heroes, we need to trust in the material world before us!’

I turned away from the screen to see my little sister outside the window, holding an opened umbrella, floating in mid-air.

In the early mornings, chewing on a sticky sweet cocktail bun until I reached its hidden coconut filling, I’d suddenly sense the potential that lurked inside other objects. A clothes hanger, a chopstick. The lights flickered and the table shook, as though not even the dog-eared notebook my dad had slipped under a table leg could stand it: everything was in revolt.

My sister said, ‘If you skip school today, we can go and see the birds.’

Her voice came out at an odd frequency, and her body seemed to have fused with her umbrella. She was floating away from me. I raced downstairs, ignoring my mum’s protests, and by the time I made it to the street my sister was almost a bird herself, drifting high between the old apartment buildings. Breathlessly, I tried to keep up with her from the ground. Instead of leading me to a distant mountain top, she brought me to the middle of a street I often wandered down. I watched as a blackness expanded through the sky. It was like the mouth of a cave, opened wide to release a species of bird I had never seen before. The creatures poured out as a chaotic mass, more like a swarm of flies than a flock of birds. As they passed over the street, I saw that their wings were stubby and their bodies thick and featureless as bricks. They barrelled carelessly along our city’s most neglected streets, jostling buildings already on the brink of collapse. Then, as though homing in on prey, they all rushed through the same dark green window.

When the last bird had flown through the window, my sister followed them inside. I stepped into the building’s cramped front entrance and began to run up the stairs. The staircase stretched up to the heavens but was as dark as hell, and the steps seemed to multiply as I climbed. I passed the Peace Barbershop, an electronics hypermarket, the Wisdom Acupuncture Centre, a multitude of pale pink foot massage signs, until, finally, I reached a bookshop called Desert.

I flung open the bookshop door, my breath coming in gasps, and everyone inside immediately turned to look. The tiny space felt intimate, like a bedroom, and the people seemed proprietorial, as if this was where they lived. They had their at-home faces on. My sister was nowhere to be seen, and the only sound was me, panting like someone in a horror movie. I passed by this building every day, but I’d never realized it contained a bookshop called Desert, where birds went to roost.

I looked for the birds I’d seen smash through the window. They were now travel-weary and still, with their wings neatly tucked by their sides. Some had landed on the display tables, while others perched on shelves, eyes closed, transformed into books. I ran a hand over one of those bird-books, stroking it as I would a furry animal. Its body was still warm and trembled slightly.

I picked up that body-turned-book, with its vestigial bird breath, and greedily turned over its fragile, yellowing wings, desperate to find out what my sister had been trying to tell me. I flipped through one book after another, feeling as if I were spinning down countless alleyways, until my temples swelled and the birds began to squawk.

Everyone had left. Or had they transformed, perhaps into tables and chairs? The light bulb dangling from the ceiling swayed. I was sure I could detect muffled breathing, the throb of a pulse beneath the city’s epidermis. I peered through the shop window. It looked like someone had flung the sky into a vat of ink, turning it into a dark expanse and sinking our murky city to a seabed I’d never known before. All the old apartment buildings had softened, and now they drooped like octopus tentacles. Windows slowly opened and closed and, for the first time, I understood that our city had pores.





The Occupation


I thought someone had been executed. My temples felt pierced, my brain blown open. Then I opened my eyes and realized it was just water dripping from the worn-out tap, pounding against the sink. Bang, bang, bang. A morning like any other, except the steel tap had thrust itself into our lives and declared war.

My dad and I rushed to the wet market, fighting through the crowds until we spotted my mum and the other housewives on the municipal building steps, blocking its only entrance. The street in front of them was filled with weary trucks, vegetables spread around them like a sea. Heaps of choy sum and pak choi wilted beneath a poisonous sun. Burly delivery men stood about with their hands on their hips, staring into space and letting loose the occasional half-hearted curse. Uniformed cleaning staff sat in patches of shade along the side of the road, where they dozed or scrolled on their phones. I anxiously scoured my mum’s face for some kind of explanation, but she and the rest of the women all had their eyes closed, their faces placid lakes.

When the women suddenly leaped to their feet, I braced myself, sure the delivery men would turn ferocious and fight them. But they didn’t: they stepped back wordlessly to allow them more space. The women began to arrange lotus roots on the ground, moving them about as though piecing together a jigsaw puzzle, until several human figures began to take shape. One, two, three. We all saw them: three skinny teens who’d just started secondary school.

I saw shoulders begin to shake, such a violent trembling, and heads drooped, as though from broken necks. There was a loud thud as someone fell from the roof—no, not that. I looked up and all I could see was the sun, scorching hot and too bright to look at directly. Blood vessels burst in everybody’s eyes.

My dad had come home before me. When I came back, he said nothing. In my mum’s absence, ants swarmed over everything in the apartment; a dark army of them had assembled on half an abandoned wafer cookie. There was a constant, inescapable dripping sound. A yellow liquid had seeped in from somewhere and spread across the floor to drench my slippers. I wondered how much time my mum used to spend plugging holes to save our home from flooding.

At dinner time, I plunged my hands into a basin of soaking rice, willing the submerged grains to come and bury my fingers. I couldn’t believe that my mum and the other housewives could resist the aroma of cooked rice. That it no longer enticed them home. Instead, they sat in a circle with their arms linked, intent on protecting the lotus root figures at the centre. I went to the municipal services building every day, and every day more people had joined the circle. The gathering grew impossibly huge, and the distance between my mum and me continued to widen.

There were always a couple of policemen surveying the market. Often, they carried video cameras, which they aimed at the gathering like guns. Sometimes they came close enough to trample our feet. Other times, when the crowd grew too large, they took cover in the nearby post office, forcing the staff to hang a ‘service suspended’ sign on the door.

I knew the post office was a last resort. The police had planned to occupy the bing sutt next door, called Eternal Cafe, where they could have carried out their surveillance while sipping on milk tea or biting through the crisp pastry of an egg tart to arrive at its creamy centre, still warm from the oven. By contrast, all the post office had to offer was a perpetual glue-and-cardboard stink.

I’d seen the Eternal staff making those egg tarts behind the glass display case. Flour used to rise from the old wooden counter-tops like mist, as hands kneaded dough into a golden yellow quilt. But that had stopped. The staff removed all the tarts from the case and hung a sign to say they were sold out. They still sold milk tea to the policemen, but they must have mixed something else in too, because the tea always reeked of drains.

Days went by, and the post office remained out of service. Undelivered letters piled up. When the sun was ferocious, the women’s skin reddened and peeled; when it rained, their faces streamed. Through it all, their willpower remained strong. Rather than rotting, the lotus roots arranged on the street only grew plumper and more muscular, until I began to wonder if they would spring back to life.

Alas, before the lotus limbs were ready to stand again, a van appeared. Three scowling men stepped out, dressed in plain white shirts with name tags pinned on their front pockets. They claimed to be expert negotiators, but they didn’t dare approach the circle of peacefully protesting women. Instead, they set up a table a dozen metres away, covered it with a white cloth and arranged some cushioned chairs in a line behind it. I expected them to launch into impassioned speeches, like ancient orators, amazing us with their rhetoric and persuading the housewives to give up their position and go home, so that everything could return to normal. But all they did was press a button on their loudspeaker and repeat: ‘A clean market is the people’s target! A clean market is the people’s target!’

The rusty mechanical voice unsettled the women. Questions rippled around the crowd: ‘What is this?’ ‘What the hell are they doing?’

The women advanced, and the white-shirted men were instantly terrified, fleeing back into their van without even packing up their table and chairs. Then there came an enormous rumble from the skies as a helicopter descended over our heads, its immense shadow threatening to engulf us all.

I took cover in a nearby shop, but the women refused to move. The helicopter stopped its descent and hovered in place; as we craned to look up at it, it let loose a stream of glittering powder. The women were soon coated from head to toe, transformed into shimmering bronze statues. At this, the policemen burst out of their post office lair. They wore thick green protective gear and gas masks, and were carrying batons and shields. Strange, incomprehensible grunts emanated from inside their helmets.

They swarmed around the women, who seemed completely unaffected. I could have sworn that my mum even winked at me—a quick flicker of her golden eyelid to let me in on some kind of secret. Then, within seconds, everything had vanished from view: even more policemen emerged from the post office, these ones clutching metallic sheets taller than they were, which they used to encircle the women. I wanted to reach my mum before it was too late, but bullets began to whoosh past my ears and thick, suffocating smoke poured from Eternal Cafe, quickly obliterating its door.





Toe Cleavage Sirens


Years from now, maybe survivors will fashion statues of my mum and her band of middle-aged women. The statue-makers will work from memory to turn them into goddesses: their clothing cheap, their hair frizzed out in toy-poodle perms, but their expressions noble and their bodies gleaming from head to toe. I’ll gladly bow my head and worship at their feet, but when I do, I’ll be thinking of those other women who vanished from our streets.

The first image to surface is a seam. The sensual, delicate, bewildering seam of cleavage between two toes. I can picture myself reclined on a psychoanalyst’s couch, recounting for the millionth time how the toes used to line up like armies, and how nowadays they march on my memory as one and crash down like a tidal wave, forcing my poor seahorse hippocampus back into the dark running waters of the street where my family used to live.

Those young women were the flâneurs of our neighbourhood, the wandering poets out to exploit the border between day and night. Wandering poets, except they rarely wandered. Most often, they were stationed on the street in front of pitch-black staircases, their long coats and leather handbags silent hints at what lay in store. I would ogle their naked toes, crammed into cheap night-club stilettoes with heels vicious as doornails, all the better to stab into our uneven, water-logged pavements.

That was back when I would sit outside on a plastic stool and bury myself in little doll-sized picture books. My stool was my fortress. The dancing prince and princess stuck to its plastic were peeling and wrinkled, their faces blurry, but they made me feel majestic. I gazed down from on high at all those different coloured toes, each one with its own exquisite shape, each toe cleavage holding the promise of its own secret to tell. The toe cleavages were the sirens of our street, their songs enticing enough to disorient any mariner who dared voyage into our waters.

Sometimes I’d raise my eyes from the toes to see the lowered glances and clandestine smiles of their owners as they silently enchanted select passers-by. It was all an act, of course. The women played the role of seductresses so the men could pretend they’d been seduced. The women’s smiles were gentle but weary, and their eyes scoured the streets for the balding crowns and overflowing waistlines of middle-aged men, skipping right over me on my stool at their feet. Many times, I witnessed them guiding men up their dark staircases, letting those ships run aground on dank, sweaty islets. I had no means of seeing those islets for myself; they were realms in which I could never set foot, and my imagination leapt to fill the gaps. Most of the time, all I had was the siren songs of those sexy toes, playing over and over until my aching skull could hardly stand it.

I am still infinitely grateful for how those women shaped my ideas of womanhood. When my vocal chords thickened and my voice grew deeper, I tried to find a target for my romantic ideals at school, but no silly schoolgirl could compare to the toe-cleavage women. The girls in my class had more in common with ducks. Their mothers dressed them up like pretty gift boxes, yet all they did was act rude and vacant.

I much preferred to take my stool and sit out on the street, quietly reading my comics as the crowds swirled around me, lulled by the siren songs of the toe cleavage. I’d look at the butcher stands along the street, where chunks of dripping purple liver hung next to sides of pork, the meat only half-concealing the bright white rib bones inside it, and I’d think how perfectly they matched the women and their toes.

Of course I had my favourite. Usually, when I think of the women, the first image to surface is of grubby pompoms. I see a glassy pair of high-heeled slippers, each one adorned with a once-white pompom, each pompom dangling over lily-pale toes with unpainted nails. Such dainty, unobtrusive toes. Even when all the other toes had vanished down side alleys, these ones usually remained.

How I have fantasized about those toes! I used to imagine the street falling quiet, and the toes coming to tell me all their stories. When I dared raise my eyes to view the face of their owner, it felt like an intrusion, like viewing a face that hadn’t had the chance to assemble itself, as if she’d been living inside the vast ocean and surfaced into the night only briefly, popping up on our street to take a breath, a fleeting gasp, before sinking back down to the world from which she’d come.

Even so, I caught a glimpse of her tired smile, a hazy crescent in the dark sky of her face. But she didn’t really see me, in the same way that she didn’t really see the undercover cop disguised as a john. Neither of us was able to cross properly into her field of vision. My eyes followed those pale toes until all sound had vanished up the long dark staircase. In my wounded memory, Pompom has no idea that, soon after, she and all the other sirens will be handcuffed and bundled into police cars, then disappeared from our street in a swirl of dust.





Ten O’Clock Chorus


After the helicopter glitter attack, the boundaries of time began to blur. The next day, which might not have been the next day—perhaps the next day hadn’t yet arrived—my dad and I were woken at the same moment by the screech of fire alarms inside our own heads. The noise chased us out of the building and down the street, where we joined a throng of neighbours. All our faces were still dark, steeped in night, illuminated here and there as we passed through the glows cast by streetlamps.

The police had gone from the wet market. My dad and I worked with our neighbours to clear away the barricades and found nobody left behind them. No women sitting in a circle, no carefully arranged lotus roots. The gate in front of the police station was bolted shut again. We tried to shout, but even we struggled to understand what exactly we were shouting. An old man produced a perfectly smooth chicken’s egg from inside his jacket, regarded it thoughtfully for a moment, then threw it at the police building. His pockets didn’t look deep, but after that first egg he kept producing more, each one charting a perfect arc through the air to land like a well-aimed punch against the police station windows. The rest of us watched transfixed as slimy egg innards slid down the grey concrete walls like contaminated rain.

Soon after, a police van pulled out of the gate, water jets mounted on its roof. I assumed the jets were to wash the egg off the building, but instead they swivelled towards us and unleashed a torrent of bright blue liquid. It was an otherworldly blueness that had nevertheless crossed into our world now, come to wash us off. I felt a searing pain through my body, as if every inch of skin had been set on fire. All around me people were screaming; I don’t know whose idea it was, but someone activated an on-street hydrant and tried to put out the heat with a real fire hose. When we made it back home, my dad and I squeezed under the shower together, the burning still so intense that we could hardly say if we were dousing our bodies with water or with fire.

The missing housewives reappeared on the TV news, their heads carefully extracted from family snapshots and enlarged for our screens. Their long-unused names were resuscitated by the news anchors, who read them aloud in one long list. Those women had become the city’s most wanted criminals. I saw my mum’s face again: she was posing beside a bushy tangerine tree, wearing new clothes in honour of the new year, sporting a wide grin and that hairdo I cringed to look at.

‘… the counter-revolutionaries are members of a criminal gang that disguised themselves as housewives.’

My skin still burned, but the news anchor’s words made me want to laugh—and the effort of stifling my laughter made me wince. Next, the camera cut to a deaf elderly woman, who used to crouch on a street corner in the mornings and sell eggs from a basket. She was pictured in handcuffs, accused of harbouring a large quantity of dangerous weapons. Then a young female police officer came into frame, dressed in a neat uniform. In a perky voice, she informed us of the police report hotline with which, by that stage, we were all very well acquainted: 666.

‘If members of the public encounter fraudulent behaviour, they should seek police assistance immediately.’

We searched everywhere for signs of our mothers, but on every new street corner we found only idle police officers, drifting like aimless ghosts. The streets had become so silent that, for days, our mouths couldn’t produce words. Fires raged inside our chests, but we kept our expressions as stiff and impassive as ice cubes. I slept between sheets of ice and woke to the sound of ice shattering. The clock hands were fixed in a ten o’clock smirk, which made me think of the evenings, at ten o’clock, when I would hear those heartrending shouts.

I went to the living room window and saw that many surrounding apartments had their windows open. I knew this meant the stage was set for another performance of the subconscious. Every open window had its own sleepwalker. Each sleepwalker leaned outside, screamed at the sky, then quickly retracted their head and slammed the window closed, back to their nest. If you looked closely, the sleepwalkers resembled the birds in a cuckoo clock: eyes tightly shut, mouths wide, tongues quivering. Heads popping out then in again. Their shouts rippled around the neighbourhood like echoes in an amphitheatre.

At first, I couldn’t understand what they were shouting, but as I grew used to the quick, staccato rhythm the meanings became clearer. I realized that if one person yelled, ‘Lotus root stew!’, another would reply, ‘Human soup!’ And if someone shouted, ‘666!’, the reply was always, ‘Mum! Mum! Mum!’

The dreamers didn’t realize that there were wakeful people like me bearing witness to the scene. Nor did they realize that objects were sometimes hurled at them from hidden pockets of the street below, or that explosives were being launched at different floors of their buildings.

I shone a light onto the street and discovered a group of police huddled behind a makeshift cardboard barrier. Some of them clutched stones, others what looked like toy guns. They seemed giddy with excitement, like mischievous children playing ball in a school playground. When they noticed the light in my hands, a bullet came for me too.





Po-Po a-Go-Go


I remember there had been a tenderness to our neighbourhood police. Their grass-green uniforms squeezed their torsos tight, but their arms and legs were slack. They patrolled our filthy streets with unseeing eyes and had a habit of pausing at the convenience store, where they bashfully accepted cans of fizzy drink from the owner’s wrinkled hands, then went back to their wandering. They didn’t notice the men in white T-shirts selling smuggled cigarettes on our street corners; instead, their sweet smiles chased after the toe-cleavage women who lingered at the entrances to staircases. Then again, who can say? Maybe I’m thinking of the handsome young actors who played policemen in TV dramas, tender emotions rippling across their faces and casting lyrical glows over our seedy little lives.

Then we came to realize there was also something childish about the police. They needed only the smallest encouragement to start playing around with their pistols, instantly obsessed with winning their invented game. All we had to do was sit mournfully on the street, singing elegies to our lost mothers, and bullets would come at us from all sides. The smoking rounds released a stink that made our eyes weep as much as our skin. We walked the same streets we had always walked, but now we felt like deep-sea explorers. Even school kids were equipped, their book bags crammed with swimming goggles, water to counteract tear gas, cling film to protect arms from toxic spray.

Rumours spread that our rulers were planning to erect statues in honour of the police. They were going to put a riot squad in the middle of the park: one statue with his arms folded across his chest; one with a foot planted on a park bench; one with a pistol aimed as if at a low-flying sparrow; another with his lips pursed around a whistle. The statues would be in pop-art style, huge and exaggeratedly bright. Someone suggested sticking lollipops in their fists, to give their sugar-addicted tongues something to lick. Did I ever actually see those statues? Maybe I just saw human forms that resembled them, hastily erected on streets, in subway carriages, in shopping mall concourses, at school gates—all of them puffed with bravado, proclaiming their intention to clamp down on us as we sipped lemon tea, tucked into plates of char siu, went about our lives. Time seems to have frozen since then, coalescing into a single moment of stillness: the noise of fleeing footsteps stopped; tear gas an opaque cloud in mid-air; a shimmering haze over every splattered face.

From the top of a streetlamp, my little sister said, ‘The po-po never change. You see the signs on their bodies: P - O. The P and the O like two gaping mouths, two vacant eyes. Wear a cursed uniform long enough and it’ll rot your flesh. The only thing the authorities can do now is pump them full of air. The problem is that there’s no end to it, the more they inflate, the bigger they get, and the bigger they get, the lighter they are, like balloons.’

The po-po statues did seem to be steadily inflating. The hand holding the pistol swelled until the pistol seemed part of it, a huge directionless finger, and the sneering mouth looked as if it had snagged on an invisible fish hook and was being pulled upwards by an invisible line. My sister took a bow and arrow from behind her back and then—

Pop! The whole neighbourhood looked up and saw balloons explode overhead.

By then, the po-po had stopped wearing uniforms. They dressed up as other people and sneaked about among us. We were perpetually on edge, waiting for them to flip and reveal themselves, like terrifying poker cards. Sometimes they were the doormen to our apartment buildings, one second engrossed in their newspapers, the next tackling us to the ground and demanding we get on all fours and play horsey. Other times they were cinema ushers, checking tickets with little flashlights that they would unexpectedly shine into our faces, accusing us of smuggling in offensive weapons in the form of popcorn and Cokes, after which they’d confiscate the lot.

For the po-po, the subway system was a shiny new toy. They forced their way into the control room and began rewriting the train schedule however they pleased. We’d rush into a station to find our route had been cancelled. We’d step off a train and see the station exits about to close early, forcing us to race for a descending gate, that diminishing rectangle of light our guide back to street level. On the streets, French-manufactured electric patrol cars cruised around aimlessly—more po-po playthings.

The air at dusk filled with a stinging odour. Endless queues formed at bus stops, everyone with their noses and mouths covered. While these exhausted commuters were beginning their long journeys home, the subway system beneath them had been turned into one big po-po rec room. We imagined them worn out from a whole day of playing, crashed out all over the train carriage floors, the conductor driving them in slow, soothing circles. The subway employees trapped in this underworld probably never imagined that they would become stand-in babysitters, placating fussing po-po mouths with juice boxes in place of breast milk.





Confusion TV


Why didn’t I ever join the neighbours in their dreamtime ritual? I could have been like them, my body transformed into a musical instrument, sorrow expelled from my throat as a mournful nocturne. After a night of vocal battling, most woke up with ravaged faces or, at least, with aching bodies and spirits worn thin. Walking the streets in the morning, I felt guilty that my dad and I were so visibly unafflicted.

My dad kept to the same routine as always. He spent long hours every day glued to soap operas on the television. He was always in bed before ten o’clock and up again at dawn, when he would go to our pathetically small neighbourhood park and stand in the shade of its only tree, a large banyan, where he would open his arms wide and move through a tai chi sequence. My mum’s disappearance had revealed meteoric craters in our lives, and my dad seemed to be silently and systematically attempting to fill them. I was angry that there were no more leaks in our apartment. When had all the holes been stopped up? Every evening, the dining table unfolded at the same time as always. The difference was that now my dad was trying to recreate dishes from memory, and his food had a plastic taste that I found impossible to swallow.

My mum hadn’t been gone a week when a huge new television appeared inside our home, replacing our previous, smaller one. The screen took up an entire wall, completely hiding our display of family photos and ancestral tablets. I couldn’t imagine my frugal father handing over the money required for such an extravagant item and, indeed, it turned out that he’d paid in something even more precious than cash.

Strangers had been reappearing in our neighbourhood. This time, they weren’t selling exotic novelties but bearing enormous gifts. They claimed to have something for everyone, as a way to cure us of our sadness. My dad didn’t see what there was to lose. How could they be cheating us? They didn’t ask for a cent, and they even helped him carry the television home and install it. Another of their good deeds was to set up a stage in the park. They blasted non-stop cheesy love songs and brought in scantily clad female dancers to gyrate to the music, reigniting the passions of the neighbourhood’s elderly. As a result, my dad lost his shady spot under the tree and had to give up on his tai chi sessions. Red faced, he tore his complimentary ticket to pieces and retreated to his television, making sure all our windows were tightly closed.

When the television was asleep, I could still recognize the place I’d lived for so long; when the television woke up, I felt as if I was in a whole new space-time dimension. I’d wander out of the bathroom in just my underwear and find myself in an ancient flower garden, where courtesans with hair like elaborate sculptures hid their faces behind fluttering sleeves and giggled at me. Other times, I’d wake from a dream and realize I was in a jungle filled with lurking soldiers, and that I had to hide or risk being caught in their crossfire. As I slowly came back to my senses, I’d grow aware of the furthest, darkest corner of the living room and, in it, my dad’s shrunken outline. He was the only other person in the room but, as if to demonstrate how little he required of this world, he always left most of the space unoccupied.

I’m not sure when the line demarcating the world within the television set began to blur. My dad would just stroll across it. I spotted him standing behind a couple in the midst of a ferocious quarrel, his arms wide, slowly moving through his tai chi routine. Sometimes he’d come across an abandoned dining table and start to pick through the leftovers. Once, I watched him pick up an entire duck neck and insert it into his mouth. His teeth were rotten and useless, but he sucked so intently on that neck that eventually he managed to swallow it whole. I could see its outline caught in his throat, bulging like a tumour.

Why did I keep watching? Because while my dad was gone from the living room, I turned into him: I sat on the sofa and watched him play his role in the dramas inside the television. It saddened me to realize that, no matter which world he entered, he was always the odd one out. Not because anybody outright rejected him, or even acted coldly towards him, but because he was always in the background, playing a bit part. He never made any serious effort to inhabit the life in which he found himself.

Had I inherited my father’s distance from the people in the world around him? Maybe that was why I couldn’t access my dreams with the same ease as my neighbours could. Seeing my own father trapped inside his on-screen multiverse, why couldn’t I bring myself to reach out and pull him back home again? Instead, as if fearing the TV rays would tear me apart, I fled. Time and again, I fled the living room for the sanctuary of my bedroom, where I clambered into my rickety top bunk as if it were a life raft. A life raft full of cracks. I closed my eyes and wondered when the water would start to seep in.





Ears Like Butterflies


Not the thud of a fallen body. Softer. Ribs, caved in. A wrist bent backwards, hand dangling like a soundless wind chime. An eye socket blown through with air, then the crackle of fire in its hollow.

Somehow, I could still see the fridge and the television. Everything in the apartment looked intact, but I knew that on the inside it had crumbled. The softest touch, and it would all fall apart. My slippers were twin sailboats carrying me through the rooms, my feet always moist and cool. Water seeped in relentlessly. If there were cracks for water to enter our home, did that mean there were also hidden channels for me to flee it?

For days, murmured exchanges between the neighbours and building administrator had been boring their way through my wax-clogged ears.

‘He went out and never came back—’

‘Another one? After going into the MTR station?’

‘No, he made it to—’

I didn’t dare ask questions. Nor did I trust the news to divulge any meaningful information. Why was nobody talking about the bleeding lotus roots?

I searched ‘lotus root’ online, hoping to discover the truth about what was going on, only to find the term had vanished into an internet black hole. I flipped through a notebook in which I had written:


Lotus root. Underwater rhizome of the lotus plant, part of the water lily family. Bulbous and transverse, with clearly defined nodes connected by hollow longitudinal tubes. Can be used for edible or medicinal purposes.



How long had it been since I’d eaten one of those bulbous, transverse rhizomes? I went to Eternal Cafe. The waiters were silent. No matter how many times I read the menu, there were no stewed pork ribs with lotus root. The wet market had reopened but there were no signs of lotus roots there, either. I went to every mustard-yellow municipal services building in the entire city. At each one, I was greeted by the usual stink of fish and meat, and the usual lowered glances from bespectacled women at the tailoring stands. The only difference was at the produce stalls, where a strange atmosphere hung over the abundant displays of aubergine and choy sum. Finally, inside a tofu stand, beside a dripping heap of bean sprouts, I spied a pile of familiar, muddy-looking items. The tofu vendor saw me noticing them and burst out laughing.

‘Kids these days have no common sense! Earth begets wood. Haven’t you ever seen earth-begotten wood before?’

I said I would buy the lot, and his expression darkened. He turned his back to me and hid the pile beneath a layer of newspaper.

‘Go away! Scram! There’s nothing here. I’m not selling you anything.’

I turned down a dark alley near my home and began to write on the walls. I covered an entire wall with the words ‘lotus root’. The next day, the wall opposite was covered in a shaky scrawl that also read ‘lotus root’, over and over again. I hadn’t realized that, in our city, you could ask a wall a question, and the next day that wall would echo your question back at you. I was desperate for that echo, for proof the city was not a wilderness after all.

‘He went out and never came back—’

A train sped along an overhead section of track into a station, rattling my ear drums. I waited a long time but didn’t see it exit the other side.

Where was the sticking point? Where exactly did the gears of that world get jammed? I was alone, in another realm, and all I could do was climb, and it felt like spinning in infinite circles with no destination in sight. Up and up until, finally, I reached Desert. I opened the door to find all the lights off. A darkness so complete that there weren’t even shadows of books. All that remained was the hollow echo of a voice.

‘Have you heard the news? The man with the birds was missing for days. Now he’s on TV to make an official apology. I’ve never heard him speak so clearly, he must have practised a lot. He says he made a mistake. He brought too many birds into our city, and took in too many others from who knows where. Birds bring viruses, you know? That’s why we keep having outbreaks of bird flu. They’ve executed a lot of them, but it’s not enough. He has to take responsibility.’

I leaned out of a window. No birds, but I did see a flock of bloodied butterflies.

‘Look again. They’re actually ears, carried on the wind.’

I’d never heard of a place where ears flew around like butterflies. Nor had I heard of a place where ears lay strewn on the ground like autumn leaves. But the news anchor clearly said that people’s ears were falling off in the street. They would be out walking and all of a sudden realize that the pavement was littered with small, crescent-shaped objects. Then, panicked, they wouldn’t even try to identify their own—they would simply grab two, regardless of colour or size, and rush to the nearest hospital.

At work, my boss stared at me intently. I shifted my gaze to the window behind him, though the glass was too dirty to see through. I picked up the report he’d just told me to drop and said, ‘I’m starting to think I should investigate ears.’

I picked up an ear from the ground and scrutinized the delicate, sea-creature whorl of the cartilage as if it were an impenetrable piece of writing. I’d never noticed that ears have so many blood vessels before. It pulsed like a heart in my palm. I reached for the left side of my face, then the right, and was relieved to find both my ears still there. But then, the ear I was holding—whose was it?

‘I’ve heard about hair falling out, but not ears.’

‘Do they grow back again?’

I sat at a wonton noodle counter, head bowed over my bowl. I began to notice a strangeness to the people around me. Their eyes gleamed, as though overlaid with brass, and clusters of veins bulged over their temples. As they chewed their noodles, their mouths slowly elongated into snouts, and their teeth spilled fanglike over the edges of their lips. Their true essence had come to take over their physical form. Their arms became forelegs. Before they could even bark, they had pounced on me.

I heard shrieking, some of it from my own mouth. I saw something crescent-shaped fall to the ground. I reached for my ears and no longer felt so sure that they were there.





To Eight Thirty-One


Alone in other cities, I shuttle unseeingly along latitudes and longitudes, trusting the furious sun to sear clean any gloomy memories that remain. Trusting that, eventually, doors will part, a space will open up, and I’ll join other passengers to step fearlessly into a subway carriage. Every time, a dark hurricane precedes the moment, sweeping through the tunnel to assault me. Every time, I feel thunder erupt beneath my feet and hear the tracks let out an agonized moan. Before any train reaches the platform, the unfamiliar faces around me multiply. I think of the train that set off from my home and disappeared. I wonder if it’s the cause of the hurricane; if it has already sped invisibly past.

Our subway was not always true to its name, as the first tracks were built above ground. The silver carriages were bright and airy. The city scenery slid easily by, no bumps, no barriers. Each new station name was a new world. Lines of bracelets dangled from the carriage ceilings, enticing us to stick our hands through and let our bodies hang like a gymnast’s. We walked through countless carriages, longing to meet someone from the future, who would slip secrets into our pockets. One secret used to be on that bendy magnetic paper ticket, at the end inserted into the automatic gates: a hole the size of a grain of rice. I could never resist sliding a hand into my pocket to run a fingertip lovingly back and forth across that miniscule opening.

Since then it’s become clear that, much like Medusa turning everything she looked at to stone, everywhere the subway passes turns into subway. You exit the barriers and find yourself on underground streets you’ve seen a hundred times before, lined with shops that feel like a perpetual déjà-vu. Light and shadow move in a choreographed rhythm and, when you finally surface, an enormous shopping mall seamlessly continues the illusion. You realize how deeply buried the subway tracks really are, and that you’ll never escape the subwayfied city. Every day, with every train carriage, the disaster repeats. Your eyes are constantly searching for somewhere to flee to, away from the quicksand of faces. Then, at long last, there’s his face, girder-stiff.

I used to see him all the time. In a suit, briefcase in hand, standing so straight that his shirt collar looked fused to his neck, as if he hadn’t taken it off since primary school. His spine was like a steel rod and he had a sprinter’s gaze, always laser-focused on a point in the distance.

Whenever he stood beside me, he gave the same speech. He proudly told me that his life had turned out just as he’d always planned. Every morning he dressed in his nicely pressed suit and, by nine, was at work in a downtown skyscraper. For him, those bank buildings that cut into the sky like razors, with their lightning-fast elevators, had set the standard for our city. They signalled what we should aspire to become. On his 32-inch computer screen, all manner of things were transformed into numbers, then rearranged into files and lists, and this filled him with a clean, orderly, freshly shaven delight.

As you can imagine, he loved the subway. The first thing he did when he reached the platform was to check the display screen, and he was always pleased to see that the next train was never more than three minutes away. He was even a fan of the strip lighting inside the train tunnels, which he would glimpse through the windows as he strolled through the carriages. One strip after another, like arrows shot from a bow, no going back. He enjoyed the subway map, too.

‘Our MTR network is constantly expanding, but the map stays easy to read. In other major cities, the maps are a tangled mess. Ours, however, is accurate and logical, with the routes clearly colour-coded and marked in simple geometric lines.’

But there was one time when I saw him depleted, lacking his usual self-confidence. He was compulsively smoothing down his hair. On the front of his white shirt, I noticed a darkening patch of blood, so large that his suit jacket couldn’t cover it. I was sitting between two passengers who were both bent over their phones; he was standing opposite. I caught his eye, and he gave me an embarrassed smile.

I gestured for him to take my seat. At first he said nothing and then, after a pause, whispered, ‘May I ask … my neck, does it seem too stiff to you?’

Part of me wished I’d pretended not to see him.

‘My neck’s broken, and for now I’ve patched it up with all-purpose glue. So I can’t turn or nod or shake my head. Do you think … do you think if I go home, that’ll fix it?’

‘Go home, of course …’

‘But I don’t know how.’ He looked wretched. ‘I thought I knew the map like the back of my hand, but I keep missing my stop.’

I wanted to pretend I’d arrived at mine and get off the train, but my body refused to move from my seat.

‘What station are you looking for?’

‘831. Station 831.’ He looked down at the floor, embarrassed. ‘Didn’t anyone else hear? Our train got stuck at 831. Since then, nobody’s been able to get off. Eight times three is twenty-one. No, seven times three is twenty-one. I was hit in the head, and my brain’s no good anymore …’

He smiled that wretched smile again and I closed my eyes, hoping it would all go away. The train began to rock. When I opened my eyes, the man was gone. In his place, I saw a huge open mouth, like the crest of an enormous wave riding on another, as-yet unseen wave. And was that a collective scream, or just the noise of the train wheels against the tracks?

A voice came over the sound system to say, in English, ‘Sorry for any inconvenience caused—’





The Law Comes at Night


They said the Law would come at night.

For a time, all anybody talked about was the Law. His shadow seemed to hang over our every step and every mouthful of rice. Was he already with us? It was hard to say. We’d been hearing about him for so long, but none of us knew when he would come or what form he would take. We didn’t know his name, his gender, what he looked like or even how many of him there would be. Even the people who’d invited him didn’t seem to have a clue. I’m only using ‘he’ for convenience. While we were caught up in our frenzied speculations, it’s entirely possible that the Law was prowling the streets with his tongue out, teeth itching for a bone to gnaw on.

Some neighbours bought padlocks and piled them on the security grilles over their front doors. Others insisted we urgently needed to clean our homes and make up guest beds, to get ready for a last-minute visitor. But on the question of whether to paint the guest room blue or red, or whether to make chicken soup or brew bak jau, these same advice-givers were silent. Instead, they started concocting their own versions of the Law, vehemently arguing about whose interpretation was correct, going round and round until the only solution was to punch each other.

Nevertheless, colourful welcome flags were hung, and four bamboo flower plaques as tall as our building were erected in the tiny neighbourhood park. The dancers swapped their scanty outfits for military fatigues, dressing up like beleaguered soldiers. They gave up on seducing our elderly men and impressed us all by adapting their cheesy love songs to charm a whole new audience.

The man in charge of the welcome activities was a recent addition to the neighbourhood, and he was tireless in his attempts to convince us to go to the park and join the celebrations. Every day, he went around the streets with a megaphone, declaring that the Law was good and strong. Sometimes he lowered his voice to a whisper, as if sharing a secret. He told us the colour of the hair in hidden parts of the Law’s body, and how cute the Law looked when sleeping, which sent us into overdrive imagining the nature of the relationship between them. But the Law didn’t show up. After a few days, the flower plaques began to fade and the singers sounded disheartened. Nobody went to watch them anymore. As the shadow of the Law retreated, and people began to resume their lives as normal, the man in charge hurriedly insisted that the Law had, in fact, arrived.

He brought the Law into the park and sat him on the stage. The Law looked chubby and endearing, and everybody who saw him immediately lost all sense of caution. The children were so excited that they stampeded onto the stage, followed by everyone else. Maybe what happened next was a simple outpouring of affection, or maybe it was because, up close, the Law’s poorly applied make-up was enough to raise suspicions—whatever the cause, in the ensuing frenzy, the skin was ripped off the Law’s face to reveal the face of an elderly neighbour. But nobody even had time to be angry with him because, beneath his face, there was yet another.

I didn’t personally witness any of this. By that point, I no longer left my apartment. I’d long since stopped going to work. I was completely consumed by my struggle to resist the 24-hour television, with all its soap operas, imperial court dramas, singing competitions, wrestling tournaments. And yet, somehow, when I heard hammering on my bedroom door, the Law was the first thing I thought of. It didn’t surprise me that he was there, although I hadn’t expected him to be able to walk through walls and arrive directly in my hallway. I was six floors up. A sturdy metal grille was screwed over the only window.

Neither had I expected that, when I opened the door, the Law would look exactly like my grandpa, and be dressed in his same leather overcoat and leather gloves, gold flashing at his wrist. He coughed, and the noise he made sounded exactly like my grandpa’s cough.

Grandpa had never deigned to visit before. The apartment was tiny and Grandpa so large that he had to stoop to fit beneath the ceiling. Just like all the other times I’d seen him, he didn’t look me in the eye or reach out to ruffle my hair; he simply produced a red envelope from his pocket and thrust it into my hand. Then he glanced around the room and began to undress. He removed his coat and shirt, then unbuckled his belt and took off his trousers, leaving only his undershirt and underpants.

He pushed aside a stack of magazines and sat down on the bottom bunk. He gestured in a way that I immediately understood to mean that I should become a little stool, positioning myself between his legs with my back facing him. When I was younger, this was how it had always worked: him in his rocking chair, me as his foot rest.

‘Grandpa, are you the Law?’

His feet landed on my shoulders, and he let out a contented sigh.

He fell asleep before he could respond. The sound of his snoring soothed me, because it meant he hadn’t died. He’d already died once. He’d died one night in his house, sitting in his chair, rocking back and forth; he couldn’t die again.

After a while, when I was sure he was asleep, I lifted his feet off my shoulders and placed them on the floor. He looked much smaller now. So much so that I could fit his whole body inside the bunk. His face was smoother than I remembered, without any wrinkles or age spots. I wondered if this was how he had looked when he first fled to our city, coming to live in that old subdivided apartment. Back then, the Law was still a long way off. There weren’t even signs of him. Suddenly, I felt overjoyed that my grandpa had died on that peaceful night long ago, rocking in his chair.

I closed the door on Grandpa and went into my parents’ bedroom. There, as expected, I found my grandma. She was sitting at my mum’s dressing table mirror and arranging her hair, which had been set in loose waves. In the six months before she left this world, her body steadily shrank, until even her silvery white hair vanished from her scalp. Before then, her face had been as it was in this moment, in the mirror: round and plump, surrounded by jet-black waves. All the time I’d known her, the first thing she did after she woke up was to slowly apply make-up in the mirror. When she reached across the dressing table for an earring, always either pearl or some other precious gem, I would admire her perfectly manicured nails.

Grandma never learned to read, but I saw her glancing at a letter that lay on the dressing table. Somehow, I knew it would be addressed to me.

I tore open the envelope. The letter’s language was familiar, but its rhetoric was so obscene that it made me shudder. I didn’t need to read the sign-off to know it was from the Law. The gist of the message was: the loaned television set would soon be reclaimed. However, as a token of love and appreciation, a compensatory new father had been dispatched and would be with me shortly.





The Thin Day Hotel


In my bay of memories, sometimes I’m smothered by a snowdrift, other times by white-crested waves. But when I look more carefully, I see they’re actually white flowers sprouting from concrete, so many of them, come to flood the streets. Maybe they’re white chrysanthemums, maybe white roses, maybe tissue paper. They wash over my feet like foam and I hear a quiet whimper, like the hollow wail of the wind.

‘Has someone died?’

An elderly neighbour looks up from where he’s sitting on the pavement.

‘Don’t you feel it?’ he says. ‘The days have got so thin. Stick out your tongue! Time is even more tasteless than it was last year.’ Beside him, another neighbour nods.

‘Sometimes, you think the third of the month is over and the fourth will surely come next. Then you wake up and the date on the newspaper’s exactly the same, and you realize today is still yesterday.’

‘Hasn’t it happened to you? A date existed last year, but this year it’s suddenly axed. Doesn’t matter how long you’ve been planning on using it. It’s gone.’

‘The most infuriating part is, all these experts pop up and say, actually, fewer days means we can let go a bit, relax, because is it really such a bad thing if our years are a little lighter? But my working days haven’t shrunk, they’ve just become even more alike. There’s no difference anymore between today and any other day. When I think of those days when all I wanted to do was scream and cry my eyes out—there’s no space for that now.’

‘That’s how my parents broke up. One day, my mother picked up a chair and went to sit on the balcony. She just sat out there with her back to us, waiting for a day that never came.’

One of the neighbours points to a hotel in the distance.

‘See that? Looks so grand from the outside, but inside it’s a wreck. Same goes for the days we have left.’

I nod hesitantly, too embarrassed to admit that I’m on my way to the hotel for a date.

The hotel lobby isn’t as run-down as the neighbours led me to believe. The lift still has its own uniformed attendant, though she does seem old for a lift girl. When I tell her my floor and room number, she’s visibly relieved.

‘You’re in luck, they’re both still here. The hotel used to have twelve floors and 365 rooms. I never know how to explain it to our guests, but some floor numbers have vanished from the buttons. You can’t access those rooms anymore.’

I can see that the numbers on some of the buttons are dark.

In a matter of seconds, the lift stops and its doors open, but I don’t step out. Other things suddenly seem more important than my date. For example, I want to know what function those empty floors now serve.

‘What makes you think they’re empty? They’re sealed off precisely because they’re so full of significance. Significance can’t be easily dispersed!’ The lift girl grows more animated. ‘For a time, there were more rooms in this hotel than the number registered when it was built. For example, on the fifth floor, in between Room 8 and Room 9, they added a Room 8.5. Guests were bringing with them all the days they’d accumulated elsewhere, and one 365-day year wasn’t enough to contain them.

‘If I’m honest, a couple of rooms have been off limits since before I started working here. You’ve probably heard the story of Bluebeard, but I’m telling you, in real life people just aren’t that curious. Why would they be? They’re staying in this gorgeous hotel. Every day there’s another amazing banquet for them to feast on. Why would they care about the one or two rooms they’re not allowed to enter? Maybe that’s where it all started, though. Maybe that’s why the hotel has ended up in such a state.’

‘You mean you’ve been working here all this time, and there are still places you aren’t allowed to go?’

‘I’m not even supposed to be talking to you. This is a violation.’

The lift girl smiles as if she’s joking. We both watch as the lift doors close, and we begin to descend.

‘In a moment, someone will take over from me. The floor you were hoping to visit has just been sealed off.’





Paper into Rock


If I wanted to resist the arrival of an unknown new father, my only choice was to leave the place where I’d always lived. I stepped outside my apartment building and discovered the sidewalk had turned to desert. The bricks that had always been part of the ground were now pried up and arranged in a maze.

I met someone in the middle of prising up a brick. She turned to look at me and said, apologetically, ‘All the exits are blocked. You need a special permit to get through the checkpoints. We’ll never get out of this neighbourhood unless we can break the street system, change the streets from how they’ve always been.’

Her face was covered, but she had my little sister’s eyes. In fact, I soon realized that every street I walked down was full of people with covered faces, and every one of them had my little sister’s eyes. Some of them weren’t on the street itself but higher up—on the roof of a bus shelter, for example. They wore black and moved like gymnasts, leaping between worlds. They cocked their heads to listen and then signalled to us when the po-po were near, showing us which way to run.

The brick maze led me to an abandoned school, where a crowd of neighbours had already assembled. It was time for us to face reality: if we couldn’t glide through the air like my sister, we’d have to tunnel underground.

My classmates and I had sneaked into that abandoned school so many times, but I’d never realized it stood on top of a wartime tunnel network. Even more surprisingly, after I’d crawled through a narrow passageway and emerged into a dim chamber, I found those same high school classmates cheerfully playing mahjong. They seemed unchanged from our school days, though I couldn’t understand why they were shuffling their mahjong tiles so quietly, almost inaudibly. I said hello and invited them to run away with me, but they acted as if they hadn’t heard.

Soon after, in another room, I saw my mum. She looked joyful, with dishes of scallops and beef arranged on the fold-out table in front of her, and the burner and soup for hotpot ready to go. Did this mean that my dad would come back too? And maybe my sister?

Before my mum could even begin to urge me to stay, some familiar toe creases appeared, and Pompom came rushing towards me with her arms flung wide—as if she’d been waiting all this time, ever since she’d been chased out of the city, for me to throw myself into her embrace. But when I kissed her, her face caved in, a thread of my saliva hanging across its broken surface. I turned away and grabbed some beef from the table, but it was bitter and unchewable, a wad of sodden paper in my mouth.

Then Piggy and Twiglet appeared. I wanted to warn them about the fake paper food, but the finger I was pointing tore right through Piggy’s face. Only Twiglet’s remained intact, even managing to give me a sinister smile.

‘Don’t you like my presents?’ he asked. ‘I made them just for you! I’ve finally mastered the art of paper offerings.’

His voice was as deep as the sea, and he was stick-thin, with a head so long and skinny it looked like a wax gourd. His skin was greenish and fuzzy … it really was Twiglet. I was happy to see him again, although I didn’t yet understand why he’d constructed this fragile paper world.

But, soon after, in that subterranean realm, I too would become a master of paper offerings. When I saw the comfort those displaced people took from fake paper versions of other people and things, I couldn’t help myself: I felt an irresistible urge to bind bamboo strips together and cover them in paper, giving a second life to those who’d been destroyed or disappeared.

Some people gave us photographs of relatives and pets to work from. Some wanted teddy bears or cartons of Vitasoy. Others wanted to recreate our city’s trams, pre-war apartment buildings, the vanished coastline, the forests, the birds that once lived here, the insects. Being underground meant that our products were especially prone to going soft, and we had to develop a Sisyphean mind-set to cope, constantly rebuilding our paper city.

I have no way left to tell whether my work as a paper craftsman did more harm or good to anyone. What I remember most from all my creations is the park. It had birds, and grass, a space where old people could do tai chi to revive their spirits. We dressed a couple in paper wedding outfits and stood them on the grass to become husband and wife. Once I learned the art of paper crafting, I was constantly turning paper into all the people and things I couldn’t manage to forget, just to amuse myself. In those underground tunnels, I saw paper spouses granting their left-behind partners the strength to overcome grief. I also heard of people so overwhelmed by the life-like nature of the recreations that they fell apart and were unable to leave the underground world ever again. I wonder what became of Twiglet. He was determined to stay until the last person had left, but what then? Did he ever find his way out?





Island on My Thigh


The sky looks pained, as if someone were wringing it out. Droplets of water fall from it and cling to the window like beads of sweat; I press a hand to the glass and feel a coldness transfer to my body. I know it’s just a symptom of the poisoning.

I touch my right calf to make sure the island-shaped tumour is still there. When I lift my trouser leg, I see blood vessels writhing beneath the growth, delivering it sustenance. The day before yesterday, it was on my thigh. Since it first appeared, it’s been drifting all over my body.

If, one day, all my jumbled memories sink to the bottom of the sea, at least I’ll have this island, as a kind of proof.

For a while, I stayed in a cheap family-run guesthouse. My room had no bedframe, just a thin mattress on the floor. Lying there with my eyes closed, I could feel the movement of the earth’s crust and how it made everything in the room sway—the light bulb dangling from the ceiling, the teapot on the desk, the flies on the wall. The room rocked like a boat. I didn’t know if I was in the same city anymore. When I opened my eyes again, the light bulb would be hanging straight down from the ceiling, its coloured glass eye wide open.

Whenever I had time to spare, I went to the communal bathroom. I would strip off my clothes and sit in the bathtub, but I never turned on the water. A yellow mushroom sprouted from the dark mouth of the tap, like an upside-down umbrella. I didn’t wash for days, and meanwhile the island-tumour shifted around my body, eventually arriving on my stomach. I stroked it, and it was like stroking the head of a foetus that had died inside me and was now trying to force its way out through my skin. I began to chart the course of my island with a pen, reading the blue lines on my flesh like a nautical map, keeping track of the island’s route and speed. Before leaving the bathroom, I always covered myself in baggy clothes, and it felt like shutting my body inside a secret drawer.

I entered a diner and ordered rice soup. While I waited, I felt a peculiar movement. In a moment when the waitress seemed distracted, I reached under my clothes and discovered that the island had positioned itself on my chest. Then I saw the waitress glance at me questioningly, as if I’d been signalling for her. I smiled and waved her away. Lucky that my shirt was too loose for her to notice what was underneath.

I carried my island-baby a long, long way. At the entrance to a public bathhouse, I met an elderly attendant with a silent face. Wordlessly, she allocated me a number.

I immersed myself in a pool of mud-coloured water. A sign explained that the water had medicinal properties. In a panic, I reached for my chest and found it perfectly smooth. Then I stood up and, to my relief, found the island had simply drifted down to my navel.

I secured a towel around my waist. The corridor was narrow, with only enough space for one person at a time, and a man was approaching me from the other end. His skin made me think of a sheet of rock. As we squeezed past one another, I noticed a familiar island on his shoulder blade.

The man stopped. He didn’t turn to look at me but said, in a thin, barely audible voice, ‘Have you carried it a long way too?’





Horns Under the Door


A letter slides under the door into my room, and it’s as if the featureless day is finally revealing its horns. The letter is unsigned, but I recognize my little sister’s handwriting.


You know better than anyone that we didn’t leave. The only person who left was you.

Remember when we all got text alerts on our phones, warning us not to go out on the streets? You went out anyway, because you had a date. You said it was important. I don’t know why Mum didn’t stop you. She just said we were having lotus root soup for dinner, and you’d better not be late. After you left, we were on edge for the rest of the day. We kept dropping things. A vase smashed, and I saw the colour red. The shards looked like petals on the floor; they even smelled scarily of flowers. We put all the broken pieces in a cardboard box, then taped the box shut and hid it at the back of a cupboard. It felt like a burial, except we couldn’t talk about our grief. Grief was incriminating evidence, same as that stubborn flower perfume.

Was that the day it started? Time in our city got so weird. One minute, I was staring out the window at white clouds in a blue sky. The next, night had crept up like a thief and smothered us in darkness. Dad kept washing up the same perfectly clean bowls. Dish soap was flying everywhere. I wiped down the same cupboards again and again. This is taking forever, I kept saying. I kept pushing back the hands of the clock. Dinner was ready but you weren’t home yet, so Mum stayed in the kitchen cooking. She cooked more and more dishes, until I lost my temper and yelled that there was no space left on the table and, anyway, we didn’t have time to eat so much food. When she finally stopped it was probably around midnight, and I suggested we start with the soup. I could see it was lotus root with peanuts, but it had a strong, bloody stench. I fished a length of lotus root out of my bowl and turned to Dad. Hadn’t this been his job? I told him he couldn’t just throw the whole thing in like that. He was supposed to chop it up! He threw back his head and laughed with his mouth wide open, which was when I realized all his teeth were covered in blood. Maybe because he saw how shocked I was, he poked a finger into his mouth. When he pulled it out again, it had blood all over it. He inspected it for a moment and then, as if it had only just occurred to him, he said, “The lotus root isn’t cooked through.” Mum nodded. “It’s still bloody,” she said, “but it tastes fine.” I didn’t want her to feel bad so I bit into my piece, but it was so tough and rubbery that I couldn’t get it down. I gagged and ran into the bathroom, where I saw in the mirror that blood was smeared all over my mouth. That’s when I knew you wouldn’t be coming back.

Sure enough, some journalists soon came to the door to ask us where you were. I told them we hadn’t finished dinner yet. Then I told them that you’d left and never come back, at which point they laughed and produced a black leather briefcase, like gangsters doing a business deal. They pulled out a script and said it was best to forget you’d ever existed. All I had to do was look straight into their cameras and repeat the lines: “We’re a family of three. Daddy, Mummy, me. We are very happy.” We had no choice but to do what the journalists told us, but they couldn’t stop Mum from crying on camera, or the blood from oozing between Dad’s teeth as he spoke. In the end, they had to bring in actors to play our parents. My role was to sit between them and add trivial details about our happy life together, to make the film seem more believable.

After that, we decided to move somewhere else. The other side of the city. Our new neighbours think we’re a family of three, and that you don’t exist. But there’s always someone who recognizes me from the TV interview, who points at us and whispers, “Those aren’t her real parents!” or “That isn’t their real daughter!” Even though you’ve left us, you feel more present than ever. We still live in the same city, but barriers have sprung up between us and everyone else. We’re so isolated. Our original selves have been replaced with fakes. Mum and Dad pretend they’ve forgotten you, but when we moved I saw them put the box of petal-shards in the van. In the new place, even though they keep the box hidden under their bed, the perfume still escapes and seeps into all of our clothes. It’s a scent that draws you in, a whirlpool of grief. Sometimes they have nightmares. I go into their room and their faces are hurt—sometimes scared, sometimes shrouded in sadness.

Every Sunday we go for a seaside walk and end up on a bench by the pier. Though Mum and Dad act like it’s a casual outing, I know they’re secretly waiting for the splash of the police boat as it comes in to dock, hauling in the corpses found floating in the sea. Mum and Dad sit motionless as a police barrier springs up like a parasol. I think they believe that, even with the barrier blocking their view, they’ll somehow know if you’re among the dead. On the way home, we all sigh with relief, and their faces break into tired smiles. Mine probably does too. In those moments, it feels as if we’re a real family. I take their hands, and together we step into a quiet restaurant where, at long last, we can enjoy a good dinner.

I want to ask if you’re doing well, but I know that’s not an easy question to answer. All I can say is, if you hadn’t disappeared, our lives wouldn’t be so heavy with this bleak perfume, and we wouldn’t have to keep going back to the heart-breaking pier.







City Like Water


I plant an ear in the ground as if it’s a seed, a kernel of listening. The eardrum shakes, water sloshes through the canal. Soon it’ll be a fountain, water spurting in sync with some well-known tune. Beside the fountain, I stand dumbly to attention, hands at my sides, and the refreshing spray transports me back to a long-ago afternoon.

Every so often, news gets out that some trace of our city has been rediscovered. At the furthest end of our street, I stumble upon a glass-fronted building with ‘Hang Fa Lau’ painted in bold white calligraphy across its facade. A woman pushes a dim sum trolley in my direction, her mouth opened as if in song, her throat trembling—‘Shark fin dumplings! Shark fin dumplings!’ Another time, I step into an exhibition hall. A plastic teenage girl in a miniskirt with big hoop earrings, package never opened, manufactured by Leader Company in 1980. A bowlegged baby sucking on a pacifier, manufactured even earlier than the girl. They both have an old-person smell. They look at me with their big round eyes, and I imagine that they’ve come directly from where my dad once worked, that they’ve heard his youthful voice. Then there’s the time two men appear out of nowhere and walk past me, yelling a single syllable that hits like a bullet. Where have I heard that before—that exact tone, that same rhythm? In a late-night black and white movie, in another city; an era that I missed out on brushes past.

Every rainy day, the city breaks up into so many puddles, and every puddle contains a reflection, and every reflection is the reflection of another reflection. In a book, I read the familiar story of the downfall of our city, except the city’s name is unfamiliar and it’s 12,708 kilometres away from the place I used to live. Some sadnesses are so alike. In the mirror, I see a once-familiar face. One sadness reflects another kind of sadness.

I walk, and the walls I pass are plastered with shouts, the visible pasted over the invisible, layers upon layers of fossilized shouting, echoes like ripples across a body of water. Rain falls, there’s an opening sound, and every blocked raindrop walks a different path across the canopy of an umbrella.

I think of the lotus root again. The lotus not-root. The root that’s a kind of flute, a piccolo, black and filled with a muddy sound. Blow it, and it tastes like rain. I walk a long way just to buy a postcard of a slice of lotus root. Full of black holes. I want to tell my little sister that it’s a silly face with too many nostrils. I think about sending her the postcard, writing on the back: Remember the afternoon of the long bus ride?

The double-decker bus was steeped in a kind of chemical reagent called sunlight, which warped us into happiness. The faces of our napping parents flexed like jellyfish, while we giggled and played a word game called Sequence. We started with ‘umbrella’—our mum had an old, foldable one, top quality, long handled—and it sparked all this new vocabulary. ‘Umbrella’, ends with ‘a’, ‘a’ for ‘alarm’, ends with ‘m’, ‘m’ for ‘mall’. We’d just set off for a brand new shopping mall, and it felt like journeying to a whole new city.

Inside our city were so many cities, large and small, among them one called Beautiful City, one called Harbour City, one called Millennium City, and we were on the bus to a shopping-mall city, to see its huge musical fountain. The fountain had six sets of spouts, each one surrounded by multi-coloured spotlights that would criss-cross and illuminate jets of water as they rose and fell, or sway like the hips of dancing women. And then, in wonder, we found ourselves anticipating the voices that might follow.

When did the fountain dry up? The bricks at the bottom of the pool developed cracks that couldn’t be fixed. Did we ever actually hear voices coming from the water? I’ve heard people tried to write on it; that once mouths were covered and could no longer speak, people wrote words on the surface of water instead.

Out of nowhere, forbidden music shoots up several floors high. Shoppers stop in their tracks. Some of them crouch down and begin to sob uncontrollably. But the fountain is dry, its spout-mouths stopped up. The light and shadow of rippling water flows across the marble columns of the mall. Security cameras suspended from the high ceiling swivel anxiously. Every person is a potential criminal. Every marble column is surrounded by steel barriers and guarded by uniformed men. But how to guard a meandering flow of water? We’re all confused. There’s the constant sound of water bubbling in the fountain but, when we turn to look, the sickly green spout-mouths are silent, obviously dead.

Where should I send the postcard? Every time someone opens an umbrella, I see my little sister ready for take-off. Yes, in those moments it all comes back to me: that afternoon, our parents still dozing in their seats, our game over at last. You clambered out of your seat to the bus window and reached for the umbrella in Mum’s lap. You held your fingers poised over the button on its handle, as if waiting for the right moment, for a suitable gust of wind, and then you’d fling it open and float far away.

I remember one summer when all the beaten-up old umbrellas on our street vanished overnight. I remember the patter of the rain against our ears, and how I rested my cheek in my hand and watched motionless water form a dividing line inside a glass. I remember I hadn’t yet realized that those silent, weary-limbed umbrellas, hidden in a drawer, in a cupboard full of junk, had long since been girding their limbs, sharpening their spikes.

Yes, that was the day I watched you open the umbrella and fly out the bus window. I didn’t try to catch you, didn’t even cry out or alert our sleeping parents. I just watched, with infinite admiration and infinite sorrow, as the umbrella carried you higher and higher into the far-off sky.
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