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EDITORIAL:
HOW LUCKY WE ARE TO BE 

ALIVE RIGHT NOW
Jason Er ik Lundberg

Seven is my favourite number, and for many people it’s lucky as well. Seven 
colours in the rainbow, seven notes in a musical scale, seven holes in the 
human head, seven days in the week, seven continents, seven seas, etc. And 
so, for this seventh issue of LONTAR, I’m going to get a bit more personal and 
America-centric in my editorial, and talk about how lucky we are to be alive 
right now1, and I hope you’ll forgive the indulgence.

I wrote a flash fiction piece in 2012 titled “TCB”, for an art/text exhibition 
called Microcosmos curated by (now) Epigram Books author Amanda Lee 
Koe2 (it was later reprinted in Esquire (Singapore), again by Amanda, and 
then in my 2013 collection Strange Mammals). The story is ostensibly about 
a tourist in Hollywood meeting a charming Elvis impersonator, and rekindling 
optimism in his heart. But I also casually brought in M-theory, and the idea that 
if infinite parallel universes actually exist (in which every decision that can be 

1 In a recent appearance on The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon, US President Barack 
Obama stated something that really resonated with me: “Despite the news, despite all the 
rancour, the truth is that if you had to be born at any time in human history, and you didn’t 
know who you were going to be ahead of time, you would choose now. Because the world 
is actually healthier, wealthier, better educated, more tolerant and less violent than it has 
ever been. I was [just] in Hiroshima, and thinking about the fact that, during a five- or six-
year span, sixty million people were killed around the world. I mean, it was just devasta-
tion. And for the problems we’ve got now, I just want to communicate to folks: there’s a 
reason to be hopeful. We’ve got challenges, but we can deal with them.”

2 Her 2013 collection, Ministry of Moral Panic, recently won the 2016 Singapore Book 
Award for Best Fiction Title (in addition to being the winner of the 2014 Singapore Litera-
ture Prize for English Fiction, and longlisted for the 2014 Frank O’Connor International 
Short Story Award), and has just gone into its fifth printing, a phenomenal achievement for 
a local short story collection.
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made is actually made in a different universe), then it means that every single 
one of us alive right now on planet Earth is dying every single second in some 
other alternate world. It was a throwaway line in the story, but it’s something 
I’ve been thinking a lot about lately. And in times of tragedy, I especially have 
to remind myself of this fact.

I am “highly sensitive”3, a term coined by Dr Elaine N. Aron in The Highly 
Sensitive Person: How to Thrive When the World Overwhelms You, to indicate 
someone with “hypersensitivity to external stimuli, a greater depth of cognitive 
processing, and high emotional reactivity”. This means that tragedies in 
particular affect me deeply, even if I don’t personally know anyone involved. I 
am writing this on 13 June 2016 (even though it won’t be published for another 
four months), on a day when the news cycle, including my feeds on Facebook 
and Twitter, have been overwhelmed with reports of an act of domestic 
terrorism at a gay nightclub called Pulse in Orlando, Florida. A homophobic4 
man armed with a semi-automatic weapon, and his offence at two men 
kissing, shot up the club and killed forty-nine people and injured many more; 
this act of mass murder has left the world reeling, but particularly the LGBT 
community (including many people whom I know and love, both in Singapore 
and in the US). At one point this afternoon, I was becoming so overwhelmed 
with sadness, and with flashbacks to the massacre at Virginia Tech in 2007 
that claimed the life of my good friend Jamie Bishop, that I had to disconnect 

3 Being highly sensitive means that I react stronger than most people to tragic news, and I 
feel my emotions more deeply. This was something I was teased for when I was younger, 
sometimes by family members, but it is something I have chosen to think of as a gift. Even 
though it means that I weep for half an hour after every time I listen to the original Broad-
way cast album of Hamilton: An American Musical—the title of this editorial is taken from 
“The Schuyler Sisters”, one of the many brilliant songs in Lin-Manuel Miranda’s phenom-
enal stageplay—it also (hopefully) makes me a better writer, editor and person.

4 Later reports have indicated that he was a frequent patron of Pulse and used gay dating 
apps, and it has been speculated that his homophobia was rooted in self-hatred of his true 
nature and in the effects of toxic masculinity. I firmly believe that so many of the world’s ills 
could be solved by people just embracing who and what they really are, without societal 
or religious judgement, but we sadly don’t live in that world. Yet.

myself from social media in order to just keep functioning throughout the day.
However, this quote attributed to Tennessee Williams (which also spread 

online today, in response to the tragedy) brought a small measure of solace: 
“The world is violent and mercurial—it will have its way with you. We are saved 
only by love—love for each other and the love that we pour into the art we feel 
compelled to share: being a parent, being a writer, being a painter, being a 
friend. We live in a perpetually burning building, and what we must save from 
it, all the time, is love.” I’ve been unable to verify the provenance of this quote, 
but the sentiment is both apt for this situation, and for a lifelong philosophy.

So, in the spirit of love, and of love for art and literature, I present this 
seventh issue of LONTAR, with speculative writing from and about Malaysia, 
Vietnam, Singapore, Laos, the Philippines, Indonesia and Korea, and dedicate 
it to the victims and survivors of the Orlando shooting, as well as to their  
loved ones.

Inside these pages, you’ll find: a remembrance of ghostbusters disguised  
as lion dancers by Zen Cho; the subversive power of jazz in a future North 
Vietnam by TR Napper; a cautionary tale of writing one’s perfect lover into 
existence by Vida Cruz; an expedition to hunt a supernatural tiger in colonial 
Singapore by Manish Melwani; the relationship between death and a mysterious 
delivery truck by James Penha; a fateful meeting of the last two Eurasians 
in Singapore by Melissa De Silva; a critical appreciation of the novels of Eka 
Kurniawan by Tiffany Tsao; a comic on schoolyard bullying and redemption 
by Elvin Ching; and speculative poetry from Bryan Thao Worra, Zeny May 
Recidoro, Brandon Marlon, Subashini Navaratnam, Russ Hoe, Christina Sng, 
Desmond Kon Zhicheng-Mingdé and Cyril Wong.

I’m pleased to note that we once again have a first publication: Manish 
Melwani’s amazing novelette, “The Tigers of Bengal”. I’ve known Manish 
socially for several years now, and urged him to attend the Clarion Writers 
Workshop last year (which he did), and cannot be prouder that he has chosen 
LONTAR as the venue for his first story sale. Especially with a story that is so 
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good, it could have easily appeared in a higher-profile journal or magazine. 
Remember his name, because I see great things in his future.

So please enjoy this latest issue, and be grateful for your continued 
existence in this particular universe, when it could be taken away so quickly 
and so easily by a maniac with a weapon. And if you’re lucky enough to love 
and/or be loved by someone—whether that be a lover/significant other, a 
family member or a friend—please tell them so, and as often as you are able.

七星鼓  (SEVEN STAR DRUM)
Zen Cho

Zen Cho (Malaysia/UK) is the author of the Crawford Award-winning short story collection 
Spirits Abroad, and editor of Cyberpunk: Malaysia, both published by Buku Fixi. She has been 
nominated for the Campbell Award for Best New Writer and the Pushcart Prize, and honour-
listed for the Carl Brandon Society Awards, for her short fiction. Her celebrated debut novel 
Sorcerer to the Crown is the first in a historical fantasy trilogy published by Ace/Roc Books 
(US) and Pan Macmillan (UK and Commonwealth). She was a member of the Cambridge 
University Lion Dance Troupe from 2006 to 2008, and currently lives in London. Her story 
“Love in the Time of Utopia” appeared in LONTAR issue #1. “七星鼓 (Seven Star Drum)” is 
a companion story to “起狮，行礼 (Rising Lion–The Lion Bows)”, which was published by 
Strange Horizons in March 2011.

“When Boris was a kid,” said Coco, “he was scared of everything.”

––––––

Boris had been born with an extra membrane around his brain that filtered 
in things other people didn’t see.

This was not unheard of. Everybody knows somebody who can see ghosts. 
But Boris’s peculiar tragedy was that his parents were sceptics. Marvellously, 
incredibly, they did not believe in spirits.

It was not just that they did not pray. Boris’s parents used to go jungle-
trekking during their holidays. They were the kind of people who kicked tree 
stumps and shouted at the wind without fear of retaliation. They spoke openly 
of death as something that happened to everyone—something that would, one 
day, happen to them and people they knew.

This is all right, unless you are a child who sees ghosts. And Boris saw all 
kinds of ghosts. His eyes did not discriminate. He saw red-eyed, white-faced, 
long-tongued vampires, hopping horribly, reaching out for him with sharp-
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nailed hands. He saw pontianak and langsuir and toyol and penanggalan, 
orang minyak, hantu tetek, hantu kum-kum, evil genies, plain old dead people.

Even the quiet ones were terrifying, with their sad eyes and transparent 
bodies. They were so hungry.

Every ghost wanted something from Boris. Usually they wanted his entrails.
As a small child, Boris started at everything. He was afraid of shadows and 

the dark, of loud noises, of whispers, of people with red faces, of cats and 
dogs, of old people and babies. He could not sleep if it was raining. He threw 
tantrums if he was forced to go to the bathroom alone.

This was irritating for his parents. Boris withdrew into himself. People 
started wondering if there was something—you know—funny about him. They 
felt sorry for his parents, though it was Boris who was suffering, at prey to the 
whims of the ubiquitous underworld. 

––––––

In the picture on the lion dance troupe’s website, Boris looks strong and 
cheerful. His forehead is beaded with sweat from a training session; his lean 
arms hoist the lion head high in the air. He smiles fearlessly into the camera.

You can tell that here is a young man who has found a destiny to push him 
forward. He has the sunny conviction of one secure in the knowledge of what 
he is meant for.

But peel off the layers of time, roll him back to the child he was. Boris never 
got very large or tall, and he’s never quite lost the frown that drew his eyebrows 
together. With not too strenuous an effort of the imagination you can see in the 
dauntless lion dancer the child’s skinny legs pitted with scabs, the hunched 
shoulders, the small, guarded face.

He could easily have lived out his life with those hunched shoulders, pursued 
by the unfulfillable longings of the dead and spiritous, if not for the discovery. 

––––––

It had happened when he was seven. It was Chinese New Year and for 
once his parents hadn’t gone hiking on some spirit-soaked mountain. They 
were in Ipoh, where Boris’s grandmother lived. His parents were buying kuih 
from a street-side hawker stall when Boris realised there was a man at the end 
of the street whom he should not look at.

Boris had learnt not to seem frightened, no matter how much his heart 
shook and his breath stuttered. But his eyes stopped seeing; his mouth went 
dry. Because he refused to turn around he was not sure what the man looked 
like, but out of the corner of his eyes he saw the inhuman blue tufts of hair. He 
smelt the stale exhalations of the undead.

He must be calm. The man had not yet realised that Boris could see him.
Seeing ghosts was not really the problem. The problem was when they 

looked back.
“Ma,” he whimpered.
Boris’s tough, hearty parents ignored him:
“I’m getting the pisang goreng,” said his mother. “You know your favourite? 

You wait first lah. Mummy will get for you.”
Boris could not help himself. He looked.
He was wrong after all. It was only shaped like a man. When you had a 

proper look at it, it was not much like a man.
The thing looked back.
Nobody had told Boris what happens when ghosts realise you can see 

them, but he knew it on a bone-deep level. He had escaped horror many times 
in his short life, but somehow he knew this time was different.

The thing started moving towards him, in a spiky mechanical shamble. 
Boris could not move or cry out, though doing that had saved him before. He 
was frozen. He knew his doom was upon him, that fate was about to touch 
him on the face.
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That was when he heard the drum.
The thing paused and raised its many-eyed head.
The lion came flaming down the road, attended by golden clashings.
“Ah,” said the hawker stall auntie, pleased. “Aiyoh,” said Boris’s parents, 

dismayed—just when they’d thought they’d be able for once to have an 
afternoon out without an exhibition from Boris.

They looked at Boris and seeing his still face, thought him struck with terror.
It was a great emotion that held Boris in its grasp, but for once it was  

not fear.
The lion was gold and red and silver; its head was white-furred like the face 

of a kind grandfather; the bounce of its feet was like the dance of sunlight on 
water. Its sequined body twinkled in the lights from the hawker stalls. The sky 
was blue with evening, but the lion was bright as the day.

When it landed in front of him, his mother put a hand on Boris’s shoulder, 
to reassure her always-frightened son.

But Boris looked up into the lion’s round glass eyes and what he felt 
was love. The lion’s hinged mouth dropped open. The antennae on its snout 
quivered. Its hot stinking breath brushed his cheek.

Boris knew, for the first time in his life, that he was safe. For once, the 
membrane showed him something worth seeing—the fact that the lion was 
real. He saw the muscles rippling underneath its fur-lined scaly hide. He saw 
the pulse throbbed out by the drum shake the lion’s flanks.

Under the clanging of the cymbals, he heard the ghost chitter with fear.
When the lion reared on its back legs and leaped forward, when its massive 

jaws closed around the ghost, it was only doing what Boris had expected it 
to do.

The other people on the street saw the lion eat air. Boris saw the lion’s first 
snap crush the ghost’s leg.

The lion bowed its head, blinking at a gourd quietly placed on the ground 
by a troupe member. A second snap.

One way of seeing: a human hand reached out from the lion’s mouth and 
grabbed the gourd. You could only see it if you were close to the lion, and 
only from a certain angle. It was so swift you could almost believe the lion had  
done it itself.

Another way of seeing, just as true: the lion swallowed the ghost. It snatched 
the gourd by the neck and chugged its contents down. It dropped the gourd 
and raised its shaggy head in triumph, shaking its rear, puffed up with pride:

“See what I did?” it would have said, if lions spoke human languages. “I 
have kept everyone safe.”

But lions don’t talk—or roar, for that matter. They let their hearts speak  
for them.

As the lion pranced away down the road, the drum and the cymbals 
following, Boris disengaged his hand from his mother’s and walked to the spot 
where the ghost had been slaughtered.

The lion hadn’t cleaned its plate. A great brown slug glared up at Boris from 
the ground. Bizarrely for a slug, it had six staring red eyes, and a lot of blue hair.

“Eeyer,” said Boris’s mother. “Don’t be scared, boy, come here and take 
Mummy’s hand. Insect is more scared of you. Boris, what are you doing!”

Boris squashed the slug under his heel.
The viscera of the slug was corrosive. Smeared on the road, it created the 

smallest of potholes. Boris inspected the underside of his shoe. There didn’t 
seem to be much shoe left, so he decided to take it off.

His mother could never understand what had happened to that shoe, and 
she never knew what happened to her son, either. He became outgoing and un-
flappable. He stared fearlessly into the corners of houses, went to sleep the minute 
his head hit the pillow, seemed to enjoy horror movies as if they were comedies.

At ten, he started to train with a local lion dance troupe. He went on with it 
when he went overseas to study, and founded a troupe at university.

“Otherwise I’ll have nothing on my CV,” he said when people asked, but 
really it was his favourite thing to do.
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It was an expensive hobby, however—lion heads cost a few hundred 
pounds; the large drum costs more; and all these things must be replaced as 
they are worn down over time.

The university paid out a little to support cultural diversity, but it wasn’t 
enough. People are happy to shell out to have a lion dance inaugurate their 
shop or bless their wedding. They pay even more to have the skeletons cleaned 
out of their closets. Nobody likes having a ghost in the house. 

––––––

“And that’s how the troupe ended up ghostbusting,” said Coco. “It’s a 
good story, right?”

“What happened to Boris?” said Jia Qi.
“Oh, he’s working at Goldman Sachs now,” said Coco. “I see him sometimes 

when I go to London. He wants to be a millionaire by the time he’s thirty.”
This seemed to Jia Qi a somewhat disappointing ending to the story. “Does 

he still do lion dance?”
“He gets about four hours of sleep a night,” said Coco. “I don’t think he 

does much of anything besides work. Anyway, the last time I saw him, Boris 
said he wasn’t into it anymore.” 

––––––

“Lion dance for fun, okay,” Boris had said. “To kill the hantu, not so much 
anymore lah.”

“But that’s why you got into it, isn’t it?” said Coco.
“Yes, but,” said Boris. His eyes went filmy and distant—though maybe that 

was just the redness of sleep deprivation.
“Actually, no,” he said. “I started because of love. I really love that lion. 

You ask me if I love my girlfriend more than that lion, I also won’t know how to 

answer you. And you know the story about the origins of the lion dance? Why 
they all started doing it in ancient China?”

“They wanted to get rid of the Nian, didn’t they?” said Coco, who had read 
the Wikipedia page. “This monster came to the village and the lion fought it off.”

“That’s one story,” said Boris. “But the other story is, maybe the lion is the 
Nian. You look at the lion. It doesn’t look much like real lion, right? Where got real 
lion got horn? Maybe the Nian has horn. In the end maybe it’s the same thing.

“Somehow doesn’t seem right,” said Boris, “getting the lion to eat spirit. It’s 
like cannibal, right? That’s why I stopped.”

Coco shrugged. “Fish feed is made of fish.”
“You ask me if I love my mother as much as that lion, I don’t know if I would 

say yes or not,” was all Boris would say.
But to be fair to Boris, he was pretty drunk at the time.






