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Your wholeness cascades into many shapes.

You run like a herd of luminous deer and I am dark, I am forest.



—Rainer Maria Rilke
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PART ONE

THE RIVER






I AM FOREST –


unstitch my mist,  open me inside-out,  bare my rivers to moon & matahari,



mud-gravy & gizzard stones, steeple my long luminous bones & carnal green – the unseen seen – green is God naming itself, green is the sprawl, rot & fern-tickle of time – my steaming velvet a sprung floor for trickster tango – orang, hutan, orangutan, mousedeer, leopard, vampire ghost – black loam & clay blue-grey, sequinned by skulls, I wear my sapblooded heart on sleeve – slink, snuffle, snout, snot – gabble, growl, fart, wheeeeeze – kiss mangrove mouth, lick tendril tongue, jujitsu rhizome & root, silat smoke, substrate slang in lightning bolts – mushrooms festoon my shadows – bloop bloop bloop! – weave birdsong with smoke where the canopy fallows – chant bul bul, kingfisher, hornbill, eaglet, egret, owl – hoot hoot hoot! – chant falling fruit – duku, tarap, bambangan, mangosteen, langsat, red durian – chant trillion-fold feet – centipede, cik cak, crab cadenza – chant inflorescent fires – orchid, begonia, pitcher plant, corpse flower, lily, bunga kantan – now chant rain – rain rain rain – in many names – hujan darun uran dasum rasam moris-poris – milk from the udder of a drunkard cloud, falling shawl of needles, mercury grenades – now chant long fathomless days – languor, langur, langsuir, language & all its bastard kids – now blend my borders with the edge of your thumb, make maps overlap, make drums from my hollows & hallow my sap, loop vine into noose or bubu trap, read murder in my burl & bole, rejoice in my riddles & rank rejuvenation! I give birth to myself, devour myself, I am eternally starving – feed me floods, feed me fires – or maybe just a man will do! – oh feed me the wraiths that are tormenting you.



I am forest.  I am forest.



Face your fears & name where you find me – North Borneo – spell it in emeralds & magma.



Now name a year – 1998 – polish it like black volcanic glass.



Let us dally no more, sayang. Let us name this thing a ghost story –



ya, the games begin here.








ROZANA

1998


Crazy Auntie says that all human beings were created to play games, that’s what makes us human lah. Play is freedom, she says, and our minds are the greatest playgrounds of all. I dunno about all that. What I do know, without a shadow of a doubt, is that the best video game ever is Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time. Hands down. Even though me and Harun don’t know anyone who has actually played it yet, the world knows it bah, everyone knows it, and if Abah truly loves us, he’ll bring it back for us from his business trip to Kuala Lumpur.

Me and Harun will be the first kids in all of Kota Kinabalu to own it, and I’ll definitely be the first girl – everyone at school is gonna be so jealous, oh. We’ve nagged Abah so much, I’m worried he won’t buy it for us, just to prove a point, so sometimes I have to drag Harun away from him. Harun, with his big black eyes and wavy black hair and triangular face, like a pretty little alien, always wearing the same No Doubt t-shirt. Gross. We go out together onto the balcony to count boats on the hazy bay, green-blue, or into the kitchen to steal kumquat sticks and Ring Pops while our maid Siti isn’t looking, or crumple up balls of paper for our little cat Jiji to play with, or sit on the loungeroom floor drawing with oil pastels while Mak flicks between channels.

But Zelda’s never far from our minds.

A week ago, before Abah left KK (that’s what everyone calls Kota Kinabalu), we were mooching around, hanging in the doorway of his and Mak’s bedroom, watching him get ready to fly to the peninsula for his big meeting. The air con was blasting. Abah kept adjusting the knot in the silk paisley tie he’d bought in Italy, picking Jiji’s white fur off his crow-coloured suit, preening goatee and moustache, twisting his head side to side to observe himself. Abah, skinny and straight-backed, hair brilliant with Brylcreem, six-foot-one – tall for a Malay man – with a head slightly too big for his neck. He looked handsome that day. And knew it.

—Abah, we’ll never ask you for anything again bah, I pleaded, trying to catch his eye.

Harun nodded hard.

—Ya, Abah, pleeease. It’s the best game in the world.

—Astaga! Abah replied in his deep voice, lighting a Davidoff cigarette, not taking his eyes off the bedroom mirror. Kids, you said that about the last one, and the one before that. Can’t you see I’m run ragged? This deal is crucial. Beyond crucial.

But Harun’s big black eyes are a skeleton key. And me, Rozana Binti Yusuf, who everyone just calls Roz, with a nose as big as a garlic bulb – I’m persistent when I wanna be. When he turned away from the mirror, we caught his eyes and his stern pout melted into a quarter moon smile:

—I’ll see what I can do, sayang.

So, we’re up late tonight, waiting, stifling yawns and trying not to doze off, watching an old ghost movie with Mak. The fan creaks and grumbles and the KK evening simmers outside. We’ve begged her to let us watch Princess Mononoke, but she says there’s no way, she doesn’t want to watch it for the fiftieth time. Mak says ghost movies have been banned, but it’s easy enough to get them from Indon, so she puts on The Queen of Black Magic, which she herself has watched about fifty times.

—They accused you of using black magic? says the man on screen. Then just practise it. Curse all those people in that village.

After a while, Mak seems to get bored and changes to the news, and we groan in unison and try to wrestle the remote control from her, but she slaps our hands away. On the TV, Dr Mahathir is giving a speech, and Mak fidgets with the gold rings on her fingers. Even up this late, at home, she’s well made-up, hair in a high bun, eyelashes so thick it seems impossible for her eyelids to hold up. But her eyes take in everything, shrewd and sharp. She blinks dramatically and often.

Mak catches me watching her.

—Eh, watch lah the screen and not me! Harun giggles.

—Roz, you’re so random sometimes.

There’s not much me and Harun agree on. I like Nirvana and Pennywise, he likes No Doubt and TLC (teenybopper). He likes fiddling around with gadgets and electronics and his hair (like Abah), I like manga and drawing in my art book (obsessed). I like Filet-O-Fish, he dips french fries in his chocolate thickshakes (gross). But we both believe in ghosts. We both think Princess Mononoke is the greatest movie ever, and second is My Neighbor Totoro, and third is Kiki’s Delivery Service. That’s why we called our cat Jiji. And, yep, we know we’re both going to love Zelda, we can agree on that too. Hands down, best video game ever. Did I say that already? Hm. Like Crazy Auntie says:

—Never hurts to tell the truth twice.

We’re ten storeys up. From time to time, I go out onto the big balcony and look out towards the islands, winking with light, and push Abah’s red boxing bag, back and forth, back and forth. It’s so heavy! I saw Siti filling it with sand. Siti is from the Phillipines originally, but she’s been with us as long as I can remember.

Geckoes scramble mazes across the ceiling, the boxing bag swings back and forth. Abah’s never coming back, ever, and I’m never going to play Zelda. I hear Harun sigh, and Mak is lightly snoring now, and so is Jiji the cat. On the TV, silent, race cars are zooming around a track. What did Abah mean by his meeting being beyond crucial? I count the islands I can see – Gaya, Sepanggar, maybe even Manukan and Mamutik. Lights are twinkling on all of them, water villages and boats and resorts. Far to the left, somewhere in the darkness, is the scary one, Sulug Island, which people stopped living on after the war and has no lights on it. I’m trying to count, but I swear all the lights on the islands start to fade and go out, one by one.

Just as I’m sloping inside, towards bed, I hear the front door unlock, and in comes my Abah, with a tired but playful smile, hair ruffled, tie loose. We’re immediately all over him, unzipping his suitcase and rummaging through his toiletries bag and pressed shirts, fruitlessly, until he conjures the game from his suit jacket like a magician. Siok! Hooting and bouncing, we grab it from his hands, peppering him with kisses and hugs. As we bounce around with it, holding it up in triumph, Mak wakes up blearily and Abah kisses her on the top of the head from behind the couch. He goes out to the balcony, pauses to stroke Jiji behind the ear with the back of his index finger, then lights a cigarette. He leans back and pokes the boxing bag with his toe, smoking contentedly, looking out over the lights, glowing bright again now.

We scramble off to our games room to throw Zelda into our Nintendo 64.

We hear him call out:

—Eh, tidak syukur ka? Kurang ajar kah anak anak saya.

Harun giggles and calls back in a fake American accent:

—Thanks, Daaad!

As soon as the title appears – The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time – and the theme song plays, a flourish of piano and wistful ocarina, my eyes get wet, with happiness, cos we’ve been waiting soooo long, but also something else, like a happysadness, like I’m remembering something beautiful I haven’t even experienced yet. A figure gallops on horseback across the screen – clop clop clop – then, with a sparkling sound, we’re in the game. And immediately in love.

—Gilaaa! So awesome, oh, this. It’s like I’m inside the screen, says Harun, bouncing his cross-legged knees. I bet one day you won’t be able to tell the difference between what’s real and what’s not.

—Shh, I say, I wanna hear the story.

Harun ignores me.

—You know it’s got a contaxt . . . ahem . . . a contrakt sensing . . . wait . . . He’s obviously been rehearsing the words so he can show off, and takes a deep breath before trying again. A contraxt sensing controlling sistam . . .

—What’s that even mean? I say.

—Pff, don’t you know?

—Haiya, need a dictionary to understand you two lah, says Mak, appearing at the door, twisting her rings.

—Read it on the internet, sniffs Harun.

—Handsome and smart. Mak pats him on the head, looking at me. So what’s the game about, Roz?

—Don’t get them started, calls Abah.

—Well, I say, before Harun can intrude, it’s about a boy called Link who’s trying to save the world from being destroyed by an evil sorcerer. Link’s being helped by a little fairy on his shoulder, called Navi. He’s trying to help this princess, Zelda, and along the way he fights using his sword and shield. She’s given him a magical ocarina —

—What’s that? says Mak.

—It’s a type of flute, says Harun, as if it’s the most common knowledge in the world.

—Never heard of it, says Mak. Waste of time. Sitting in front of a screen all day.

She leaves the room to turn The Queen of Black Magic back on.

—Good versus evil, eh? says Abah, walking in, grinning. Sounds like a lark.

—Lark! me and Harun repeat simultaneously, falling about. We love when he uses the Aussie-isms he picked up at university.

—Back when I was a kid, he says, we didn’t have any of these gadgets. We had to make our own fun. You know I was already seven when I got my first toy.

Our ears prick up. It’s rare that Abah talks about his childhood in Sandakan, which we know was one of real hardship. To our disappointment, he continues onto his next thought without elaborating:

—Your Mak’s right. Just because I got you the game doesn’t mean you can waste your time playing all day, every day. It’s late lah.

—We’re not playing all day, says Harun, always locked and loaded. We only just started bah.

—I know what you’re like, says Abah, then turns to me. Roz, you’re twelve already! Time to focus on your studies.

Me and Harun groan as one and Abah grins indulgently, looking across at Mak.

—Okayyy, we’ll let you stay up late, just this once.

—Yeah, yeah, whatever, says Harun, turning back to the game.

Abah’s words about my age have stung. I wander out to the lounge room to listen to my parents talk about grown-up things, even though there’s nothing more I’d rather do than stay with Harun and Navi and Link as they’re wandering around the game. Abah and Mak are immediately into a serious conversation, and she’s suddenly alert, leaning forward to engage.

—So the meeting was worth it?

—Those blasted Kuala Lumpur politicians and businessmen . . . Ish, so sombong bah, sometimes they really talk down to us like we’re idiots. Like in Sabah we live in trees with orangutans. What do they know about how things really work over here?

He blows out a puffy cloud of smoke, like something from an anime movie.

—Best to work with, not against them, says Mak. They own the air we breathe.

—Betul juga. We have to be careful. And smart. Abah scratches his goatee. But I think all parties can benefit. Everyone was impressed by the evidence the scientist put forward about the volcano.

Mak smiles. Siti comes in carrying a silver tray, with a scotch for Abah and a watermelon juice for Mak, who doesn’t drink alcohol. She looks at him askance and then changes the topic.

—You hear about Anwar Ibrahim getting locked up?

—He got too big for his boots. Dr M saw the threat and dealt with it – the big man isn’t ready to let go of being prime minister. Anwar probably is a poof, anyway.

—Reformasi. Fat chance lah, Mak sniggers, before returning to the start of the conversation. So the meeting was worth it, then?

—Went as well as it could have, truly, says Abah, sinking back into the couch. I just wish I’d got into the game earlier.

So boring ni. They’re not even paying attention to me, anyway. I slink off to join Harun. Wind starts to huff across the South China Sea, and that means rain will soon follow.

⁂

We’re lost in the magical forest, inside the Great Deku Tree, with Navi the fairy glowing on Link’s shoulder. The forest hums with danger and enchantment, the music ripples over us. Link clambers, climbs, dives and slices with his sword. We gasp together as a treasure chest opens and light beams out with a triumphant sound. We shout together at the top of our lungs as Link slashes at a Skulltula, an enormous spider with a skull marking on its back, pouncing down from the ceiling to attack us.

—Eh, keep it down in there! yells Mak, but Abah is laughing in the background.

Harun’s fingers and thumbs are dexterous, manipulating the controller with ease, picking up skills, learning from his mistakes, eyes darting back and forward. He’s so good at it. I’m happy just to watch.

Against dramatic choral music, the Great Deku Tree, ancient and massive, with a big moustache and human face, is telling us about the origins of the world. The Great Deku Tree says that he’s near death, cursed by an evil man from the desert dressed all in black, but not to waste time grieving.

—Stop the evil man, he says. The music swells and the Great Deku Tree gifts us an emerald: the spiritual stone of the forest! We’re mesmerised.

Did the creators write the story or come up with the graphics first? Or was it the characters? And who was made first, Zelda or Link? And why’s the game named after Zelda, but Link’s the main character?

As Link leaps and swipes and dives through water, I study the world on the screen closely and think about how I’d draw the characters, what oil-pastel colours I’d smear together with my fingertips to get the right greens for the forest, or the right blue for Link’s and Zelda’s eyes. Watching Harun using the controller, I realise something else – even though we’ve got our own choices within the game, the ending has been decided for us.

I watch Navi bob and glow. I wish I had a magical guide instead of an annoying little brother. But then I scold myself – I’m too old for magic.

⁂

When I wake up the next morning, I can hear Abah punching the boxing bag on the balcony. He’s up early and hitting it hard – something’s on his mind.

I sneak past Harun’s room and can see that he’s still asleep, maybe dreaming of being inside the Great Deku Tree or flying around on a broomstick with Jiji the cat. More likely, he’s dreaming about wandering around the internal circuitry of the Nintendo 64. I peek in on Mak and she’s asleep too, dreaming of who knows what. Maybe one of her ghost movies. Even in a dream world, it’s hard to imagine her loosening up.

Siti is usually up at this hour but she doesn’t seem to be around – maybe she’s out at the Filipino Market or Gaya Street tamu, sifting keenly through the jars of bambangan and sambal tuhau and little bags of white chillis and purple and red rice from the hills, trying to hustle for a good deal. One time, she got us a little colourful parrot, which we called Rainbow, but he died after a few weeks. Me and Harun and Siti buried him near the beach and said a prayer. Siti said he was in a better place but Mak said that animals don’t go to heaven.

The sun is rising over the city but it isn’t hot yet. The clouds over the sea are coloured like watermelon and grape candy. Abah is shirtless, shining in sweat, hitting the bag with crisp, clean strikes. It’s his greatest stress relief, he says, something he learned while living in Australia, though apparently our uncle Pakcik Abdul Hamid taught him some silat as a kid. Abah says that he even met Muhammad Ali the one time he came to Sabah, at some posh hotel, but we don’t believe him.

Abah doesn’t see me right away. He grunts as he drills into the bag, as if trying to pierce right through it with his fists, and the ferocity in his punches is frightening. He turns around when he senses my presence. Breathing hard, standing with his hands on his hips and his hair all messy and the mysterious scar on his knee, he speaks breathlessly:

—Pagi, sayang. Want a go?

—I don’t know how.

—Begini. Like this. Just come up and punch it.

—Ow!

He laughs.

—Sorry, sorry. Mari sini.

He crouches down and holds up his palms.

—Okay, punch my left hand with your left hand, and my right with your right. Make your fist nice and tight. Ya, that’s it. Left. Left. Right!

I launch into a right-handed punch with all my strength and it hits him square in the palm. I can feel the impact hum down my arm. Perfect connection.

He winces and draws his palm back:

—Aduh! You’re a natural! Okay, take it out on the bag, not your poor old Abah.

He takes out a cigarette and begins to puff.

—Abahhhh, you’re undoing all your good work!

—It just balances it out. He grins. Life is all about balance, sayang.

Harun comes prancing out of his room, singing No Doubt, wearing a candy necklace. Insufferable.

—Want a go, Harun? says Abah.

—As if, says Harun.

Abah looks annoyed. The problem is, as Harun twirls and dances, and puts the candy necklace around my neck, he is so magnetic that even I can’t resent him. I get swept up and start dancing around with him, hands interlocked, dramatically singing ‘Don’t Speak’. Siti comes in with arms full of groceries and snacks, and while she fries eggs and makes coffee in the kitchen, Abah twirls me and Harun around while Mak claps her hands. Then she comes over to cut a rug as well, and she and Abah swivel back and forth, doing a joget-style dance and we all laugh. Abah puts on his favourite CD, by a Nigerian singer called Victor Uwaifo, and they continue to bop while we watch and clap.

When they’re done, Abah showers, then goes into his office and sits behind his massive writing table. As I eat Koko Krunch on the floor, through a crack in the door I can see him leafing through papers and making notes. From time to time, he pinches the spot in between his eyes, at the top of his nose, as if that will release some huge tension or allow him to think better. Behind him, framed in gold, are his degrees and diplomas, quotes from the Qur’an, a photo of him in a baju Melayu and a songkok, bowing slightly as he receives an honour from a politician. We’re not usually allowed in his office, but he once let me sit behind the table. The wood was oiled and old and dark and fragrant.

—Belian, he’d told me: Borneo ironwood. The strongest, rarest tree. This table once belonged to William Cowie, who oversaw the building of the Borneo railway. I had it imported from the UK. Cowie made the decisions about our future from a posh dining room in London. Now it’s a Sabahan who makes the decisions.

Just sitting behind the table seems to make Abah grow in size. I watch him, scooping the last spoonful of Koko Krunch into my mouth.

It’s the weekend, so they can’t be pissed off when me and Harun play Zelda all afternoon. I’m in control this time, with Harun backseat driving all the way. On screen, Rauru the owl swoops down to talk to us about the Sacred Forest Meadow, a place where very few people have walked.

—If you are courageous, you will make it through the forest just fine, says Rauru, just follow your ears and listen to the sounds coming from the forest. Hoot hoot!

All of a sudden, someone buzzes themselves up to the apartment. As far as Harun and I know, we’re not expecting any visitors, so we peek out of the games room to see who it is. When Siti opens the door, a storm of black hair and denim rolls in. It’s Crazy Auntie! She’s bellowing an old song called ‘Purple Haze’ at the top of her lungs, as if making a grand entrance at a rock concert, and Siti smiles politely before making herself scarce. We save the game and scamper over. Abah comes out of his office with a surprised smile. Crazy Auntie is carrying a beautiful purple and white orchid in a pot.

—Nah, this is for you! she says, thrusting it at Abah. It’ll bring good luck.

—Better to make your own luck lah, grins Abah. Where’d you get this?

—Fell off the back of a truck, bah, you know how it is.

—It’s pretty, oh, says Harun, touching the petals.

—Orchids are magic, says Crazy Auntie. Some don’t even need dirt to grow in. It’s like they come out of thin air. Ta-da! Something out of nothing.

—Cool! we both say, as Siti places the orchid carefully on a batikdraped stand in the corner, beneath a framed quote from the Qur’an.

You’ve never met a woman like Crazy Auntie before, not even close. She’s funny-looking, like a frog, with big bulging eyes, slightly off-centre, and a big nose with big nostrils. Skin dark and smooth like ironwood, and a hurricane of black hair. There always seems to be a smile playing on her rubbery lips, maniacal and infectious, with crooked but very white teeth. She’s a strange mix between kasar – coarse – and halus – refined, constantly bouncing between using swear words (to our delight) and quotes from old English and Italian poets. She’s always wearing dark denim, even in the heat. Crazy Auntie grew up with Abah in the water village in Sandakan, and somehow, unbelievably, they both got Colombo Plan scholarships to study in Australia. But she took a very different path. She now works at the University of Sydney as a literature professor. It turns out she’s back in KK on holiday with her kids, who are our age. We’re disappointed they haven’t come to the apartment. I wonder why not.

Crazy Auntie proudly flaunts her nickname. In fact, she’s probably the one that came up with it. Sometimes the madwoman in the village turns out to be the only sane one, Roz! Me and Harun still can’t believe that Abah and Crazy Auntie are friends. Neither can Mak, who hates her guts.

Crazy Auntie kicks off her ragged shoes at the door, then collapses onto the couch with a dramatic groan.

—Where are you hiding the good stuff, Yusuf? trumpets Crazy Auntie in a mock posh voice. Drink life to the lees!

—Siti! calls Abah. Bring out the Glenfiddich. Just don’t tell the press, eh?

He winks at Crazy Auntie, who cackles.

—A bit early, isn’t it? says Mak. She twists her rings, avoiding even looking at Crazy Auntie, before ushering Siti back off to the kitchen.

—It’s a special occasion, says Abah. How often do you get to see an old friend?

—You still drawing? Crazy Auntie asks me, her one steady eye landing on me, the other one drifting off.

—She won’t stop! says Harun. I like computers more.

—Show me the drawings, Roz, says Crazy Auntie, ignoring Harun (hehe).

I’m shy about it, but I bring out my battered old sketchbook. When I open it up, a parade of weird monsters and imaginary creatures leaps out – ghost tigers and vampires in bloody white dresses and flower faces with fangs – some just in pencil, some in marker pen. But at the back, the ones I’ve worked on for ages, are my own oil pastel versions of Zelda and Link, and characters from My Neighbor Totoro, and Kiki riding a broomstick with Jiji the cat sitting on the back.

—You did these? gasps Crazy Auntie.

—Bah . . . I turn away, but try to keep looking out of the corner of my eye to see her reaction.

—Wowww, these are brilliant, Roz! I like this one especially. A warrior princess, eh?

Crazy Auntie points to my re-creation of San from Princess Mononoke riding a wolf, with a swirling green background, like a jungle going down a whirlpool.

—The body looks out of proportion, says Mak.

—I like it, says Crazy Auntie. But who am I to say, eh? I’m no art expert. But let me ask you something more important . . . what are you reading?

—Harry Potter.

—Me too! butts in Harun.

—Ah, noice, Crazy Auntie says with an Aussie accent. Good that you’re both reading. But there’s a big wide world of books outside Harry Potter.

—Like what?

—Where to start? Toni Morrison, James Baldwin, Ursula K Le Guin, Italo Calvino . . . Wait, how old are you again?

—Twelve.

—Hm . . . might be beyond your years. Actually, Le Guin wrote one book that would be suitable. A Wizard of Earthsea, it’s called. It’s like Harry Potter but better!

She winks.

—Pfft, as if, I say.

I make a note of the authors in my head, a little bit annoyed she’d say they were beyond me. We’ll see about that.

Siti comes in with drinks and sets some rempeye and ubi chips in front of us, then disappears. The adults immediately start talking about the good old days. Their first topic of conversation is student life in Australia:

—Kids, we were so homesick for Sabah in that first year in Adelaide, says Abah. When winter hit, it was freezing! I knew people from Sarawak who were straight from the longhouse and had never seen a bed – they slept under the mattress. They didn’t know what it was! I wore every single piece of clothing I had at once, cos the student accommodation didn’t have proper heating.

—Or food! says Crazy Auntie. One day, we decided we were going to make fish-head soup, with some other people from the Malaysian Students Union. We all caught the bus to the market. But back then, the Aussie fishmongers would always chop the head off and throw it away!

—Astaga, Abah laughs. We didn’t know how to ask. We dawdled in the front of the fishmonger.

He acts it out. Crazy Auntie, picking up on the game, puffs her chest out and puts on a deep, broad Aussie accent.

—Can I help ya with something, sweetheart?

—Y-y-yes, stutters Abah, acting out his role too, timidly shrinking into his seat. W-we would like to have the head of the fish, p-please . . .

—The head of the fish?! roars Crazy Auntie. What are you going to use that for?

—T-to eat . . . says Abah, looking at the ground.

We all laugh, knowing what’s coming.

—TO EAT?! cries Crazy Auntie, aghast. Then, over her shoulder: HEY, BARRY . . . THEY WANNA EAT THE FISH HEAD, MATE!

We all fall about cackling. Soon enough, the conversation goes further back, to their childhoods in Sandakan. Me and Harun listen closely.

—Good old days, repeats Abah, but difficult too. These kids will never know anything about that type of hardship, insyaAllah.

—It bred ingenuity, nods Crazy Auntie.

—True. Remember the old cinema in Sim Sim? Inside an insane asylum?

—Of course, says Crazy Auntie. There’s a mosque there now. Go figure. Kids, we were poor as church mice back then, so the cheapest place to watch movies was in the madhouse. All the crackpots would be upstairs, and we’d sit downstairs.

—But sometimes we’d sneak up and watch them, said Abah.

—The mad people?! butts in Harun.

—Yeah! Where d’you think I learned all my tricks? shouts Crazy Auntie with a laugh like a chainsaw.

We all join in again.

—Ah, remember that one fellow? smiles Abah. We talked him into trying to eat his own hand!

—I didn’t, says Crazy Auntie, suddenly serious. It was only you who tried to convince him, Yusuf.

—No, no! It was your idea, remember?

Crazy Auntie looks at Abah strangely, almost apprehensive. Hm. I don’t remember it that way. I must be getting old.

—He actually tried to eat his own hand, says Abah in wonder, not seeming to notice Crazy Auntie’s change in mood. Like a snake eating its own tail, he was. He started by chewing the ends of his fingers, and by the end he had his whole hand in his mouth. Two men had to stop him from choking. And he did it just because we told him to.

—Just because you can do something, doesn’t mean you should.

Crazy Auntie, though often coarse like a Westerner, is still Malay, after all. The way she speaks is wriggly and indirect. But she’s getting quickly drunk on the whisky, quicker than Abah.

—We have choice. Always, we have choice.

She’s driving at something that isn’t clear to me, staring into her glass as she speaks, and I suddenly realise that this wasn’t a chance visit. I look at Abah and his face holds an impassive smile, but when he speaks, it’s unnaturally loud.

—It didn’t matter to him, either way. The man was crazy.

—Yeah, says Harun, not noticing the change in mood, giggling. Only a mad person would eat their own hand!

I can predict what Crazy Auntie is going to say, and she does, also unnaturally loud.

—Sometimes the mad person in the village is the only sane one. Abah snorts.

—We didn’t do anything against the rules.

—Ah yes, the rules, says Crazy Auntie, still looking into her glass. She seems to see something in there, makes a decision, and looks up. So what’s this new deal you’ve done in the forest, Yusuf? A thermal power plant?

—It’s going to help thousands of villagers get electricity.

—Help you get rich, more like it. Borneo doesn’t have volcanic activity.

—What are you on about? The scientist has proved it.

—How much did you pay him to say that?

—Yusuf, says Mak sharply.

Abah looks at us.

—Kids, go and play your new game, eh?

For once, we don’t want to. But Abah insists, as does Mak. Crazy Auntie smiles softly at me as we traipse out of the door.

We turn on our Nintendo but keep the sound low, trying to listen. As we advance through the game, we hear voices start to raise and catch snatches of conversation. At times, it’s as if Crazy Auntie is pleading with Abah. Other times she seems to be admonishing him. Abah’s voice stays relatively calm, but every now and again, his placid flow is punctuated by a sharp word or phrase. Why . . . cannot . . . weren’t too good for it then . . . who says? . . . what else?

Eventually there is a lull, a thin silence that goes on and on, and then we hear someone stand up. It must be Crazy Auntie, because she says:

—Well, I suppose there’s nothing more to say.

Someone snorts softly, and Abah mutters:

—Siti, please show our guest the door.

Then there’s a whisking of fabric and thumping footsteps, the front door opening and closing with a soft click. A moment longer of hush, then we hear Abah muttering to Mak, and by the rhythm of it – the rapid, certain cadence – I can tell that he’s making a decision.

The game, however, has jammed. On screen, Link stares past us with his blue eyes wide and his mouth open, frozen. I follow his eyes and look out of the window, where the bulan hangs massive and unreal, a yellow Zelda moon over Sepanggar Bay.

⁂

The next morning, Abah takes me for a ride in his new Lamborghini.

He purrs it carefully out of the driveway, with me and Harun and Siti looking on. Then he gets out and runs a finger over the bonnet, paint so glossy it looks wet. His thick hair is side-parted, shiny with Brylcreem, but already starting to turn wavy in the humidity. He cups his hand momentarily to light a Davidoff cigarette from the one he’s already smoking and then his eyes return to wander slowly over the car.

—A Lamborghini should always be black, says Abah.

—I’d paint it green, I say.

—Pff, random! Harun sniffs. Who cares about the colour anyway? What’s under the hood is way more interesting. Only kids care about what colour it is.

Abah looks at him for a moment, then suddenly bursts into a gale of laughter. He stubs out the old cigarette on the heel of his shiny black shoe and tousles Harun’s hair, who squirms away giggling. I turn away and look at the car again.

—It’s black as a piano, I say. No . . . black as a new shoe.

Harun rolls his eyes and I pretend not to notice. Today, Abah only has a sliver of time between meetings, but he’s feeling happy. He’s just bought a Lamborghini, after all.

—Who wants to have the first ride? he says. There’s only one passenger seat, remember. Both of our hands shoot up. He chuckles and plays eenie meenie minie mo. With each alternating point of his bony finger, we hold our breaths. Even though it’s seemingly a game of chance, we know that Abah does nothing by chance, so the result of this game is of huge importance.

Shockingly, his finger ends up pointing to me.

—Okay, you first, he says.

I can’t believe it.

—Tomorrow for you, Harun. I promise.

He calls out to Siti to look after Harun. I feel outright glee seeing my brother’s eyes narrow with resentment. As the boy, he gets chosen first for everything, but he is suddenly an awkward little figure in his silly No Doubt t-shirt and hair frizzing up, standing in front of the apartment block with Siti’s hands on his shoulders. He quickly disappears from view as the car glides out of the driveway, down the hill and we’re out into Kota Kinabalu. As we idle in the dense traffic, he sees me looking at the Lamborghini logo on the steering wheel. He taps it with his fingernail.

—Charging bull, he says.

—Like a kerbau, I say, thinking of the water buffalos you see grumbling around the padi fields.

—Ya. But this is an Italian bull.

—What’s the difference? He shrugs.

—Not sure, sayang. These ones are stronger, maybe? But kerbau are nice too. When I was growing up, you’d see boys riding them, sometimes three or four on the back of one kerbau. You don’t see as many of them anymore. Now we have tractors.

—I like kerbau.

—Me too. They’re stupid, but they do what they’re told.

—Is it mean to make them pull stuff around?

—They don’t mind. Allah made it in their nature to work hard. What about you? Your Mak tells me you want to be a painter when you grow up.

—I think so.

—What sort of work could you get with that?

—I don’t know . . . I think that is the work?

—Well, it’s a good hobby for now lah. Maybe could go into architecture or advertising, he muses to himself. Harun’s the one who’ll really have to step up —

He stops himself, then shakes his head, smiling softly.

—When I was your age, we didn’t have the leisure to paint pretty pictures. Maybe to look at them, but not to make them.

—Why?

—We had money to make. And a nation.

The streets unfold around us. My teacher Puan Putri told us that KK used to be called Jesselton, and Api Api – Fire – way before that. It’s the biggest city here, but it’s nothing compared to Kuala Lumpur, or Rome, where Abah took us a couple of years ago. But as usual, it’s bumper to bumper, a madhouse of car horns and the smell of gasoline and asphalt.

—Bloody roads! I need to have a word to someone about this, says Abah, skilfully manoeuvring around a pothole. Why bother sending a man to the moon when you can just come to Sabah? There’s enough craters in the road . . .

The world rolls past. Mosques, Chinese shopf ronts, little stalls selling petrol in plastic bottles, billboards for laundry detergent and fast food and politicians. Abah takes a spontaneous side trip through Segama. Durian sellers, piles of the fruit in the backs of vans, men sleeping with their bare feet up on the dashboard. Tukang kasut mending shoes. Tailors on the street working old sewing machines. Money lenders and kedai emas, shops that buy and sell gold. I can see the jewellery sparkling from here, gold against red velvet.

Two street kids, my age, squatting on the kerb and shelling peanuts, wave as we go past.

We drive out to Tanjung Aru, glide into the driveway of the Shangri-La. Even in a posh hotel like this, people stare at the car, unabashed. I feel embarrassed, but Abah accepts the attention with grace. He parks and pays a security guard extra to keep an eye on the Lamborghini.

We stroll through the hotel, which is filled with carved wooden statues, towards the pool, and I couldn’t be happier – until I see Abah’s right-hand man, Jibrail, stand up to greet us. I’m crestfallen to realise it won’t just be father-and-daughter time. Jibrail has a crewcut and, on his pockmarked face, he wears an easy smile beneath a tidy moustache. But he has squat, muscular power. And massive hands. I’m scared of him and like him at the same time. The men salam, shaking hands softly and by the fingertips, the Malay way, then place their hands on their own hearts. I touch my forehead to Jibrail’s massive hand.

It’s a stewing day and we’re all sweating buckets. We park ourselves next to the pool and sit drinking pineapple juice, facing the islands. For a while the men talk about boring stuff to do with lawyers and licences and scientists and thermal activity, then Abah points at Pulau Manukan and says that we should do a daytrip there sometime to go snorkelling.

But I’m not interested in that island. Instead, I ask about why no one lives on Sulug.

—Ah, they call that the darkest island in KK, Roz.

Before I can ask more, the conversation turns to Princess Diana, who Jibrail loved, and how he hopes that she’s in heaven.

—At least she was hanging out with a good Muslim boy before she died, says Jibrail.

—That fella was no saint, scoffs Abah. But at least the Fayeds earned their wealth through hard work and entrepreneurship, not like the royal family. Bunch of lazy no-gooders who never worked a day in their life.

A man in a deckchair is reading a newspaper, and on the front page there’s a big photo of the Petronas Towers going up in Kuala Lumpur, glittering, which catches Abah’s eye.

—You know they’re building on the spot where the racecourse used to be?

—We used to spend a fair bit of time there, eh Tuan? says Jibrail, smiling.

—All in the name of good fun. They share a conspiratorial laugh. Abah points at the huge structure in the photo. That is what mankind can do if they set their mind to making things better. The British thought that we were stupid natives, no better than lazy monkeys in trees. But look at us now!

Jibrail nods along emphatically, but then says:

—Ah, the British weren’t that bad. Could’ve been worse – the Spanish.

—I want to make things better, too! I say, surprising myself, not even quite knowing what I mean.

The men look at each other and laugh.

—If you want to, then you will, Roz, says Abah. You’ve got an imagination, and with an imagination, you can do big things. Especially if you’re on the right side of history. The side of the angels.

I nod, and he’s looking at me closely.

—You know Jibrail’s named after an angel?

—I’m too ugly to be an angel lah, says Jibrail, flexing his forearms.

Abah laughs, then makes an unexpected announcement:

—I’m going take you and Harun to the forest with me next week. Up the River.

—Is it dangerous? I say.

—Of course not! You think I’d let anything happen to you? We’ll have Jibrail with us, anyway.

—Jibrail nods, and this time clenches his big fists.

—It’ll be fun, says Abah. You’ll see all sorts of things. Monkeys, pygmy elephants, maybe even a leopard.

I can’t believe that he’s let me in on the secret before Harun. He then announces the reason he’s decided to take us on this big adventure, his eyes piercing right through me.

—There’s a big wide world out there, Roz – bigger than a painting, bigger than a book or a game. I want you to see it. To see that anything is possible. Leave the past where it is, work hard, and we can make whatever future we want.

He’s never spoken to me like that. It makes me feel like an adult, but guided, a steady hand on my shoulder.

After Jibrail leaves, me and Abah wander down the beach and buy cendol at a street stall. I exaggerate slurping down the green wormlike jellies loudly and Abah laughs, slapping me lightly on the knee.

—Jangan kurang ajar, Roz! He buys ice kacang for some of the street kids that are hanging around, banters with the Bajau auntie who shaves the ice into the little plastic bowl and drenches it with condensed milk and gula melaka.

A man whistles at us, raising his hand with thumb and forefinger pinched together to make a circle, like an okay sign, which means he’s selling turtle eggs. Abah waves him away.

—And there’s this other thing I got you in KL, Abah then says, in a stage whisper: You’ll have some fun with it on the River. He passes me a parcel, which I open slowly. Inside is a brand-new polaroid camera, dark grey with smooth contours.

—Quicker than sitting on the floor drawing for hours. You know how to use it, eh?

—Ya!

—Be careful, ya, the film is limited.

—Say cheese, Abah!

—Cheese!

On the car ride home, I look at my first photograph. Abah, slightly blurry, is standing on Tanjung Aru beach, smiling with a spot of condensed milk on the bottom of his goatee. He’s holding a little purple bowl piled with ice kacang, offering it to the camera, framed by the green fronds of a palm tree. There’s nobody that I love more than my Abah, the world and every possibility shaped by his dexterous hands.

⁂

Mak’s eyes fly wide open when Abah tells her his plan.

—You’re joking, she says. All the way up the River? That’s insane. And dangerous.

Abah laughs easily, then begins the slow process of convincing her. He’d expected resistance, so as Siti serves us dinner, he puts forward his arguments, his deep voice taking on the resonance of a politician or preacher.

—It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. How often would two kids get to see the virgin forest? It’s the most beautiful place in the world. And by boat, no less. Allllll the way up! Tourists would kill for a chance to do that. And and and, he says, raising a finger: It’s not dangerous. This isn’t those early days, with pirates and snakes everywhere. We’ve hired a sturdy boat and a guide. Jibrail will be with us, also. Business and pleasure, what’s not to like?

Unlike the argument with Crazy Auntie, this one is relaxed, a tennis-like back and forth.

—You’d be taking them out of school, counters Mak. It’s irresponsible. You yourself were the one saying that Roz has got to start focusing on her studies, not playing games!

Abah is ready for this.

—They’ll learn much more seeing the real world. About hard work and what it takes to be successful. You can’t use a book as a roof, he says, and I wonder if it’s a proverb or whether he made it up himself. I don’t want my kids to walk around with their head in the clouds all their lives.

—But that’s exactly it, says Mak, they’re kids bah. And Roz is a girl. Okay lah for boys to be running around in the mud, pulling monkey’s tails and fishing, but not a girl. Then she adds, half-joking: You really wish you’d had a big old football team of boys, don’t you?

Abah laughs heartily in response.

—That’s rubbish, Susan, he says, a rare time that he uses Mak’s original name. Up there, Harun can see what it means be a man.

Mak then addresses us both.

—What do you think, sayang? You want to go meh?

Without a second thought, we both yell yes! at the same time.

—Allah, says Mak, rolling her eyes. You kids ah, always taking your dad’s side.

By the time dessert is served, Mak seems to think it’s quite a good idea, but she makes clear she doesn’t want to come herself, even though at no point had Abah suggested that she come. All those mosquitos, no thank you, she says, before adding thoughtfully: The forest is an amazing place. Best to see it before it disappears.

Mak gets us to put on our skin-whitening cream, we’re tucked into bed by Siti, and I sink into sleep. I dream that I’m standing in front of a massive door. On the other side, I know, is the Sacred Realm. In my hand, I have the Ocarina of Time. I raise it to my lips to play it, but I can’t get the right tune, the one to open the door. So it stays shut, silent and looming. I play and play, over and over. The door doesn’t open.

I wake up with a start. I’m not sure why, but I go looking through the darkened apartment for the orchid that Crazy Auntie gave us. Everyone is asleep, the house is dead silent, moonlight has turned all the furniture silver. I scour the apartment, holding my breath, trying to pad as quietly as I can. The orchid is no longer on the stand in the corner, beneath the quote from the Qur’an. It’s nowhere to be seen. Something that appeared out of nothing, back into nothing.

⁂

Jibrail is doing the driving, from KK all the way to the River, in a black 4WD, his callused hands easy on the wheel. Abah is in the passenger seat, wearing a bright red Balmain cap that rarely leaves his head when he’s out and about in casual attire, a ducktail of hair sticking out the back. Me and Harun are in the back seat.

It’s a leisurely drive for the most part: Jibrail lets people overtake him, honks good-naturedly at them, we sing along to the radio as the fringe of the city gives way to kampungs and rickety wooden houses and lopsided fruit stands, piled high with rambutans and langsat. Billboards for KFC and politicians. Villagers crouch on the roadside beneath the baby blue sky. The kampungs melt into bright green padi fields, separated by flags, guarded by scarecrows, worked by men in broad hats. We even see some boys riding a kerbau! I try to take a photo, but it comes out blurry from the movement, a smear of asphalt and long grass. I don’t want to waste my precious film, so I put the camera away.

Plastic litters the ditches at the roadside, puddles of black water, piles of tyres, yellow tractors and tractor marks in the mud, telephone lines sagging under the weight of vines. Fields turn into hours of oilpalm plantations. Every now and again, half-finished sets of concrete stairs appear, going nowhere.

Eventually the truck starts to climb into the mountains and the road becomes twisty and lean and broken. There’s more Catholic churches than mosques here, marked by big navy signs with white letters in Chinese and English, and scrawled signs selling payau – smoked venison. To our left, deep deep valleys tumble below, crinkled and purple and drifting with mist, a dragon snaking through the trees. Fine rain comes down, turning everything to water.

After a few hours, Harun complains that he’s carsick, and we stop to eat barbecued mussels at the roadside. Minta puji dia, I felt sick too, I just didn’t say anything!

—Chin up, Harun, says Abah. Big strong boy, okay?

As we slowly stack up a huge pile of shells, wiping sweat from our brows, Harun asks Abah if it’s true what Pakcik says:

—Are there ghosts in the jungle?

—Take what your uncle says with a grain of salt, Abah laughs. But . . . ya, there are. You know about pontianaks, right?

—Of course!

—Oh . . . Well, I guess you don’t need me to tell you my pontianak story, then, eh?

—Nooooo – tell us!

Abah’s eyes widen to signify the beginning of the story, one we know very well, but still love as much as the day we first heard it.

—Well, a pontianak is a lady vampire ghost who died in childbirth, the baby stillborn.

—What’s that mean? asks Harun, knowing exactly what it means.

—It means it was dead, dummy. I dig him in the ribs.

—The pontianak lives up in a banana tree. She has red eyes, and long black hair, and smells like strong perfume.

—Ooo-ooo! we say as one, in a ghost voice.

—But a pontianak didn’t always die in childbirth – sometimes, she died at the hands of a man, who she then comes back to haunt.

—Sometimes she’s not a woman, I add, sometimes she’s an owl. And smells like frangipani and rotten meat, and —

—You hear kids crying and dogs barking when she’s coming! Harun cuts in.

Instead of getting mad, I continue, getting swept up in the story:

—Ya! And she sucks out the eyes of the men she haunts and tears out their guts.

I make a slurping sound, and the uncle grilling mussels looks across and grins at us. Then, dramatically, I add the next bit, the scariest:

—When you hear a pontianak’s laughter close, it means that she’s far away . . . but when her laughter is far away . . . it means she is close!

—Ooooo. Scary, eh? says Abah, smiling.

—I think it’s cool! says Harun.

—The only way to stop her is to drive a nail into the back of her neck, says Jibrail, getting in on the action. Then she becomes a normal woman again.

—But why do they have to stop her? If she’s the one that was wronged? I ask.

—To become a normal woman again, repeats Jibrail. A good wife and mother.

—Sounds boring, I say.

—Astaga, says Abah, laughing. Look what I have on my hands here!

Harun directs him back to the story we really want to hear.

—But Abah, what happened that night you and Pakcik were walking through the forest?

—Oh? Hmm . . . I forget, he says mischievously.

—Nooooo! we say in unison.

—Okay, okay. We were walking from the River to see some relatives in the kampung. I was a few steps ahead of Pakcik. He was always so slow, you know how he is. There was a rustle above us, something in the branches, and we thought maybe it was an orangutan. But no! In the trees, we saw a woman.

We gasp dramatically.

—She was floating through the branches, wearing a bloody white dress, with the longest black hair. She was smiling, I remember that, but not a happy smile – not happy at all. Then, she started laughing, and it sounded very far away. The pontianak floated past us, and we could see a huge, bloody hole in her back.

—Cooooool!

—Did you have to hammer a nail into her neck? asks Harun.

—No. She just floated away, without looking at us once. She had better things to do, I guess, he says, smoking thoughtfully. The forest has its own rules. There are things that can fly that shouldn’t.

—Like what?

—Well, women, for one . . . But also snakes, squirrels, even frogs.

—No way!

—Ya, it’s like nowhere else. Nothing else. He ashes his cigarette in an empty mussel shell. Okay bah, let’s go.
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When we arrive at the small town on the edge of the River, it’s bustling.

—Tourist season, says Abah. Usually it’s quiet.

We park next to the River in a muddy lot and the moment we get out our shoes turn sticky brown. Tourists are loading into speedboats, ready to go looking for monkeys or fireflies, while others are packing gear, preparing for jungle or cave treks. Lazy dogs lie on the street and the call for prayer echoes between the corrugated zinc roofs. Some of the houses are concrete and painted in purple or yellow or baby blue, some are made of wonky planks of wood, patched with hammered gasoline cans. Scruffy cats with kinked tails and big balls sniff around for food at the feet of coconut trees and amongst white spider lilies and pale-orange angel trumpets.

All around us are a million greens – even the little mosque is painted lime green – and we can see the edge of an oil-palm plantation, with spent husks of the fruit stacked up like a massive pile of wigs.

Abah looks down at the brown water swiftly going by and simply says: I was born here. We’d usually ask more, but by his tone we know not to. He stares at the eddies as if he’s been hypnotised by a swaying snake, or trying to decipher a lost alphabet. After a while he smiles, to himself and then at us.

People are friendly and briefly intrigued by us, passing by in chequered sarongs and tudungs, saying salams, staring for a bit, then carrying on with their business, used to seeing outsiders. We find a restaurant next to the River’s edge and perch overlooking some big limestone cliffs. The restaurant is full of the smell of beef bones and spices. We’re covered in sweat, swatting the occasional mosquito or waving flies away. The men order coffees for themselves and ais Milo for us. Every now and again a cool breeze comes across the water.

—This town is mostly Orang Sungai – River people – but there’s also plenty of Suluks and Bajaus, says Jibrail, watching the men go up and down the gangway, then further up Dusuns and Muruts, and inland, Tidungs.

Harun asks if this is where we’re staying, and Abah shakes his head. We groan.

—We’ve been going forever! says Harun, and for once I agree.

—Not too much further, kids, I promise. The one thing about life on the River is that you have to learn to be patient. You never know what it’s gonna do.

Me and Harun sip on our Milos grumpily, staring at the stuff drifting past in the smooth brown water: clumps of water hyacinths with rich green leaves and purple flowers, logs like submerged crocs, and lots of bottles and plastic.

Our mood lifts when we see our uncle, Pakcik Abdul Hamid, turn up with his son Zaid, who’s just a bit older than us. We’re excited and surprised, since they live hours away, in Sandakan. Pakcik doesn’t have a car. Must’ve caught the bus. Pakcik is wearing a black songkok on his head, tipped slightly to the side. Zaid has a Nike cap on backwards and grins massively at us, his mouth full of big shiny teeth like tombstones. Abah immediately starts shadowboxing with him. Pakcik sweeps up me and Harun in a big embrace, holds one of us on each wiry shoulder. He tickles Harun, who squeals.

—Abah was telling us about when you saw a pontianak! Harun says in Malay.

—Oweh! Betul ka? Pakcik says loudly, then spits betel nut into the mud.

Pakcik almost yells every sentence. He lost his hearing years ago, diving for pearls near Semporna. Abah visibly winces when he hears his voice. The more Pakcik talks, the more something in Abah’s eyes seems to harden.

Pakcik is Abah’s older half-brother, and they couldn’t be more different. Abah towers over Pakcik, who somehow, despite getting stacks of new clothes from Abah, always dresses in the same faded, blue-chequered sarong and a threadbare polo shirt, smelling sweaty. During his hard life he’s gained a coarse tongue and coarse hands, but he is the kindest person in the world. Abah is embarrassed by Pakcik, that much is obvious, but we also know he owes him a lot.

We were told the story of their childhood once and once only, when we were far away, on holiday in Rome. It was winter. The cobblestones shone with rain. Mak and Abah ate cacio e pepe, while me and Harun wolfed down bolognese and too much bread. Abah was closely examining the back of the pepper grinder, and seeing that the pepper was from Borneo, shook his head with the innocence of a child. Unbelievable, he muttered. Then, unexpectedly, he began to tell us the story of him and Pakcik’s childhood.

Pakcik had been born in Sandakan to a fisherman and a Kadayan rubber tapper from near Sarawak. There’d been a mishap and, being very poor, with no access to medicine or a midwife, his mother had died during childbirth. After several years of grieving, his father remarried upriver. When Abah was born, Pakcik was immediately protective of his younger brother. The family moved back to Sandakan when Abah was only one, and for a while times were tough but good. It was the 1950s, North Borneo was rebuilding after the war, and the rubber and logging industries were prospering.

But tragedy struck again, when Pakcik was fifteen and Abah was seven: their parents died in a traffic accident.
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