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Day of Days

i

On the night Alia disappeared, the air smelt of rain. The night was black but not empty, crowded by the overlapping chatter of crickets everywhere when I stepped out to catch the cool air, until a mosquito forced me back in, where I made peace with the heat. It was a peace I manually negotiated each night, every night, for many nights, but one forgotten during the months of December to February when it rained a lot, and during the month of June, when it rained just enough. For this was when the weather knew itself well, and this certainty was good—it assured everyone, and if you were to ask me to describe that night, I would have described that night to you in this way, precisely and assuredly. But I could not tell you how I felt, not because I did not care, but because the care ran deep.

If you care very little it is easy to speak what you feel—you just make it up or say the first thing in your head since the first thing in your head is not always the truest thing there is, but you can always count on it for being the easiest. If you care truly, words become harder to come by. They grind to a halt. There are obscure emotions that reside in each and every one of us, where language cannot reach, because their waters run deep. Even if one creates a word and casts it as bait, how would one know if that is the truest word possible? What if it deceives deep down, catching silhouettes of an emotion and presenting them as truth, just as one mistakenly believes one can understand reality by deciphering the flicker of shadows cast by fire?

There were other moments in my life when I could not describe how I felt—moments in life that people said were more important, or must be more important, such as the moment I got married, or how I felt when we left our village. I cannot remember when I left, although I recall with some vagueness that we were one of the last few families to leave because I saw the yellow neck of an excavator rising one day, pouncing on empty houses around us. All these feelings carry textures of everlasting fogginess in them, weighed down by grey clouds so thick they cannot leave, despite the raging on and raging on of a tempest so violent their howls at times fracture voices in my head.

But on that Friday night Alia disappeared, I remember so clearly the smell of rain, although that night took place more than forty years ago.

ii

Each day in the village felt the same. You only realised they were different if you took great care to notice. Each day had a different feel to it, a certain emotion built in, a character in a book of your own shaping. On Saturdays, I could go out for a few hours longer with Siti without my mother commanding me to come back early to do this or do that, or pass this food to that neighbour, or collect the food container back from the next house because you now needed the same container to put in food to reciprocate the hospitality of another house.

Saturdays then felt like one long eternal summer, which, I admit, is an odd word to use, because every day in the village was summer, even if the clouds heaved with the burden of heaven; even when heaven’s gates burst and rain pummelled earth for days, which happened once in 1969 during the first day of Hari Raya but never happened again during any Hari Raya in the next forty years; or even if the wind blew strong and scattered flowers of bougainvillaea across dirt paths in numbers so large the pink hurt your eyes and messed up the colours of earth.

But Saturdays in the village were like summer. It was just a different kind of summer. Every Saturday was a summer where I seemed possible, where I imagined what I could be, free from the demands made of me by my mother. Saturdays stretched itself out lazy, like a cat. I knew this for I had a cat called Kecik when I was seven years old that purred when I tickled its belly and stretched its legs. Saturdays were lazy cats stretching legs out for bellies to be tickled. But inviting bellies to be tickled, someone once said, will put you at risk—you offer a part of you where ribs do not protect. You offer the world your vulnerability while keeping faith it will not stab you in return, that everything will work itself out just fine. 

Yet, many young people in the village felt vulnerable and it was doubtful whether everything would work itself out just fine for them. Our village was marked for demolishment and good jobs were hard to come by if you did not do well in the right subjects in school. My father said we were becoming a country of never good enough, and the demands expected of me by my mother at times felt like a personal version of the demands the country had begun demanding of everyone else. It was whispered in the early days of her disappearance that perhaps Alia had simply ‘gone away’, that she had quietly left the village for good to be rid of these demands. 

Then Mondays would come. Mondays were the incomplete laundry of Saturdays and Sundays; gossips and hearsays and half-truths and whispers and rumours of weekends crossed over to Mondays, where some form of confirmation would take place or hope to take place. On Mondays, you knew which young men in the village had work, and which had none. This was important for mothers with daughters of marriageable age, which ideally ranged from 16 to 21, for by 22 if you were unmarried, older women took it upon themselves to feel terrible on your behalf. 

But it was hard for some of these men to get jobs, even if they tried their best. Many waited for National Service to call them up, but National Service did not call them up. Because many of them thought it was only a matter of time before they got called up, they took one last stab at freedom and let their hair grow long, to the consternation of the older men and women in the village. No one knew why National Service did not call up many young Malay men in the 1970s. How the list of people to be called up was mapped, populated and executed, no one knew. No one knew much of these things back then. Thus, they kept their hair long and shortened their means of income, for no company wanted to formally employ them, thinking that National Service would take them one day, or any day. Young men with too much idle time in their hands led to trouble, so believed the wise. But most of them were harmless and their only fault was that they had once dreamt of what they, too, could become. Just like me, on my endless summer of Saturdays.

Many dreamt of music, and I remember them listening to all kinds but falling in love hard with only certain types, just as how one goes through life liking many but truly loving only one, once. They slept during most of the day and traipsed, some with their guitars, across the road to City Plaza, cutting through a canal before populating a park we all called Padang Hippie, where many played the songs of Sweet Charity. Some hoped to be as good as its lead singer, Ramli Sarip, while others strummed guitars harbouring thoughts they could one day, if given just that one right opportunity, become as good as its lead guitarist, Rosli Mohalim. Sweet Charity was the first successful Malay rock group in Southeast Asia. The group was born out of the villages of Singapore, and some of these men thought they, too, could one day be like them. 

You saw fewer of these young men at Padang Hippie during malam Jumaat, for it was on Friday nights when you needed to be more careful. Friday, the Day of Days, is the most important day of the week. Friday nights begin when the sun sets on Thursday, following the Islamic calendar where a new day begins after the sun sets. Thus when you hear someone admonishing these young men, ‘Don’t go out on Friday nights’, they are really referring to Thursday nights as we understand it in the Gregorian calendar. 

On Friday nights, children were warned not to go out, especially during Maghrib. It was said spirits of all sorts tend to lurk and roam around this time of day. I have always wondered why spirits of all sorts roamed around on Friday nights. 

I had asked my grandmother, who knew a lot about ancient things, and she had said, “It has always been like this. Ever since I was young.” 

“Seems there are so many spirits roaming around! How is that even possible?”

“The dead outnumber the living. And the living eventually become part of the dead. That’s why. What’s surprising is we don’t hear of even more spirits. I’m sure the world has become such a crowded place for them.”

“And are there good spirits, too? Or only evil ones?”

“Of course there are good spirits. But there are more evil spirits than good ones.”

“Why is that?”

My grandmother paused for a moment and replied, “Because they were once people, like you and me.” My grandmother liked to make remarks like these, but there had indeed been a number of incidents on Friday evenings.

Once, during Maghrib, one of the women in the village was walking home when she tripped and sprained her knee. She claimed she felt someone pushing her from behind, a slight push, she recalled, but saw nobody when she turned around. This incident was later converted into a moral lesson to teenagers like me on the importance of listening to your elders, although no one considered the possibility that she could have tripped on her own, for that person was known to be clumsy. As I got older, I began to suspect that this story was all made up and that the injunction against going out during Maghrib was secretly designed to ensure young people would do Maghrib prayers on time, because Isyak was less than 90 minutes away.

But there was a story I was told once that felt true when I first heard it as a girl and was indeed true, as my grandmother confirmed in the days after Alia disappeared. In 1964, in the year I was born, a boy ran amok in Engku Aman. This, too, happened around Maghrib on a Friday. He was described as a quiet, obedient and filial boy by his mother, but that evening, as he went out to meet a friend, a violent rage took hold of him. He shouted and ranted and began speaking gibberish and challenged anyone he saw peeping out from their houses to a fight. A few men arrived, trying to calm him down, but with the strength of five men he pushed them away, as if they weighed nothing at all. He began sobbing and started running around haphazardly. Finally, he took a thin wooden branch nearby and began hitting himself on his left forehead, harder and harder until he bled.

By this time, many other men in the village had surrounded him and one of them grabbed him from behind. Four other men pounced on him, pinning the boy down to the floor. The bomoh, who was already there, came face to face with the boy, who reared his head like an angry tiger. The bomoh calmly recited a few prayers and sprinkled water that he had earlier blessed. The boy’s anger subsided, and he fell asleep, as blood from his forehead trickled down the dirt floor and the earth gently sucked it all in.

He woke up the next day and asked, “Why are there bruises on my body?” He claimed he remembered nothing at all. His mother, who had earlier described him as a quiet, obedient and filial boy, later added that upon reflection and hindsight, he had been brooding and pensive. Nothing further was said about him being filial or obedient, after her boy almost single-handedly fought five grown men, for some mothers treasured sons much more than daughters, presenting them in a far better light, till the light blinds them to the realities unfolding in front of their eyes.

The boy never ran amok again, but his melancholia became more pronounced shortly after, and it took many years before it ebbed. No one knew where this deep sadness came from, but all were glad when it receded and dried with time.

iii

When something terrible has happened, there were always signs to warn you something terrible was about to happen. You just did not notice them yet. The only thing you could do was to retrospectively decipher the signs long after the incident occurred, so that you could berate yourself for your carelessness, neglect and lack of attentiveness. Making yourself feel bad during such moments always made you feel good afterwards.

I remember, on the same day Alia disappeared, something awful happening to the rice. I was tasked by my mother to rinse rice that morning, and although this was a task I dislike doing, I obeyed, for she was a force of nature. It was easier for me to obey, because obeying made me feel safe, and becoming what she wanted me to be always made the days feel more peaceful, although what she believed to be my becoming was mostly an increasingly forced sense of appearances on my part, a series of gestures that outwardly conformed to her expectations, detached from heart and meaning.

Rinsing rice is not easy. You must learn not to break the grains when you rinse them. When you begin as an amateur rice rinser, you make the mistake of grabbing and squishing the rice in the water to get rid of the dirt. It feels quicker that way. “Those are not clothes you are washing. You will break the grains that way,” my grandmother chided. “Scoop them up gently and let them fall back to the water. Do it a few times. Then throw away the water. Do this until the water is as clear as the source you took it from.”

As I scooped the grains up and down, I saw an adult weevil swimming in the rice water. Everyone knows when you see one adult weevil, you are in trouble, because that means there are many baby weevils hiding in the grains. Somewhere in the sack was a mother weevil, which could lay hundreds of eggs each month. My grandmother immediately opened up the small sack of rice at the back of the kitchen, poured the contents out onto a large flat pan and sifted the grains. She then declared solemnly to the household, “It has happened.”

My father exclaimed, “Throw the rice away.” Then my mother challenged, “Are you sure? A kilo of rice is now $1.30, up 15 cents just a month ago.” Then, my father who prided himself for his newspaper reading every day, blamed the Iranians for wanting a revolution and causing the price of everything to go up. And thus in the next 2 hours, my mother and I manually sifted through the rice, killing as many weevils as we could find and transferring the good grains into a clay vessel, salvaging as much as we could and throwing away some rice in the end.

Throwing away rice was a bad omen. My grandmother grew up in a very poor village in Java called Tlogopucang. She never saw anyone selling cooked rice in Tlogopucang when she was young. One may find derivatives, such as fried rice, being sold, but never plain rice. Her grandmother had taught her that selling rice was strictly forbidden. One must offer rice to those who asked for it, but one must never sell it. Those who broke this taboo met with misfortune. One warong owner who sold white rice went bankrupt when the food he sold rotted quickly. A trader who sold a bag of rice to a wanderer from out of town suffered paralysis. 

It was the kind of misfortune one often hears from myths and tales of a world long past, for these were how myths and tales from a world long past were conveyed and understood. It is much harder to spread mistruths when you have to narrate them, because the tenor of your voice and the dilation of your pupils give you away, which is why most people prefer to write things down now, because with the written text, it is easier to wrap lies up in words and present your meanings of them as truth.

And as Thursday afternoon transitioned to Friday night, I got scolded by my mother for cutting my fingernails. I had always been told that I must not cut my fingernails at night. I had never asked why but had always listened, because if my mother had been so adamant about this, she must be right. 

But I had noticed the nail on my index finger was uneven because a bit had been scraped off this morning when I helped my grandmother move the sack of rice. This unevenness had gnawed away at me the whole day. As I was trimming it, my mother saw and shouted at me to stop. Uncharacteristically, I spoke back at her and raised my voice. She scolded me for doing such a stupid and dangerous thing and asked, in a manner that sounded like a question to which she knew the answer, how many times must she repeat herself for such simple matters. I threw down the nail cutter in anger and ran into my grandmother’s room.

“Why is it forbidden to cut your fingernails at night?” I asked her.

“Because it will attract evil spirits,” she said.

“Why do they want fingernails?” 

“They like fingernails. They especially like human fingernails cut nicely and laid out for them at night. They do nasty things with it.”

“Like what?”

“Charms and things. And the owner of those nails will get bad luck and not live an easy life.”

“Will it happen to me? Will my life be difficult?” I asked, petrified.

“No… no. Your mother caught you in time,” my grandmother quickly said, although her reassurance felt hollow and I know now, many decades later, given the many difficult moments I had faced, why my grandmother’s assurance had felt empty then. “And you should not ask too much about these things.”

“But what if I want to know… what if I keep asking?”

“Then you have to be careful. Or else some people here will pour more religion into you. It will be sad.”

“Yes. It will be sad.”

“Don’t let them know you say these things.”

I nodded but later wondered if these bad spirits I accidentally attracted were responsible for Alia’s disappearance.
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