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About the Author


​The Orchard That Eats Its Own

A Gothic Horror Memoir

When Li Mei Tan inherits her family’s durian orchard in rural Malaysia, she expects grief and silence. Instead, the trees whisper her name, bones surface in the soil, and one cousin vanishes without explanation. Bound by a generational curse that demands one blood sacrifice for every harvest, Li Mei records her story in the manuscript you now hold. But the deeper she writes, the clearer it becomes: the orchard’s rules are not superstition but tradition, and her family has chosen her as the next offering.

Every generation, the orchard must be fed. This time, it calls for me.

Author

Li Mei Tan is a Malaysian-Chinese writer who inherited her family’s durian orchard. This is her first and only book.
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When Li Mei left the city to take over the orchard, none of us expected her to last. She had been restless since her mother’s funeral. She spoke too often about the weight of inheritance, as if the land had pressed a hand against her.

The writing she left behind fills these pages. Some passages read like memory, others like confession. I do not know how much came from truth and how much from exhaustion. The orchard house was never an easy place to live. The damp eats into the boards, the smell of fruit lingers in every room, and the nights carry a quiet that sharpens the mind until it turns against itself.

I cannot dismiss her words entirely. She describes things that echo stories the elders once muttered when they thought we were asleep. Yet I have walked those same rows and never saw the ground shift or heard voices in the leaves. The orchard is ordinary soil, though it has buried more than one of us.

Some will read this as testimony. Others will call it the work of a woman undone by grief. I cannot decide between them. All I know is that she never returned, and this is what she left behind.

Signed,

A relative who remained
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​Chapter 1: The House Key 
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I reached the orchard house at night, when the road lost its lines and the drains gurgled as if something below was learning to breathe. For a moment, I thought the sound shaped itself into my name, faint and wet, as though someone whispered through water. The gate hung crooked, chain caught on a nail as if someone had left in a hurry and never returned. I told myself the place would know me by blood. That was a comforting thought for the length of one breath. The second breath tasted of wet leaves and something sweet that made the back of my throat prickle.

The key was heavier than it looked, an off-weight that sat wrong in my palm. When I lifted it to the light, I saw a film across the teeth, a sheen that caught the weak bulb above the porch. I pressed my thumb to it. The residue smeared rust-red and sticky. The smell rose at once, durian-sweet with an iron edge, orchard soil worked too deep into pulp. I told myself it was only old metal and orchard air. No, that is too neat. The stain marked my skin like a small, deliberate kiss. Later, when I wiped my palm on my jeans, the print remained, faint and dark, as if the key had pressed its own thumb against me. I thought of it as grit at first, harmless, but even then I knew it was more. If you touched it now, I think the stain would pass to you, too, no matter how careful you tried to be.

The lock fought me. I turned the key left, then right. The cylinder groaned, then gave way. The frame clung until it released with a tear, the sound like soft tissue being pulled from bone, sharp enough to make my jaw ache. Inside, the air clung close, thick enough to sting the skin around my mouth. Camphor sat heavy, medicinal and stale. I stepped in, and the floorboard bowed, then settled as if tasting my weight. As I crossed the threshold, a brush of coolness passed along my ankle, deliberate enough that I lifted my foot as though something had touched it.

I said aloud that this was my house now. The sound went nowhere. It slid into the rooms and did not return. I waited for an echo, but something else stirred instead, a faint murmur from deep in the hall, so low I could not be sure it was there. I tried again with a joke that sounded wrong as soon as it left my mouth. The cicadas outside faltered, then resumed in a harsher rhythm. I told myself the orchard was loud because rain was coming. There was no rain.

I left the door open to let the air move. It did not move. I set my bag against the hall table. The varnish stuck to the nylon base and left a print when I pulled it free. A long hair clung to the handle, not mine, too coarse. I turned on the lights in the sitting room. The switch clicked. The bulb buzzed, then steadied. The sofa wore its dust like a second skin. When I pressed a cushion, the powder crawled onto my arms and would not brush away, and the taste of iron filled my mouth as if the dust had found its way inside me. A fine grain lodged behind a back tooth. I tongued it once. It did not move. I would clean in the morning. That is what I wrote in a notebook I keep for lists. Later, when I searched, that page was gone. Torn or taken, I could not decide. I only remember the streaks on my arm and the line of writing that no longer exists.

In the kitchen, the sink coughed before the water ran. The first spurt came brown, then cleared. The tap dripped after I shut it tight. I dried my hands on a tea towel that smelled of sunlight baked into mildew, sweetness rotting in the same breath. On the counter, a shallow bowl held two durian seeds, glossy and fat, someone’s snack from days ago. Their surfaces glistened, damp as though the pulp had been scooped out only moments earlier. Flies would have come if it were recent. I did not see flies. I carried the bowl to the bin and hesitated. I put it back where I found it. My palm left a damp print beside the seeds.

The back door that faced the orchard had louvers with a thin line of grime in each groove. I traced one groove and felt grit gather beneath my nail. Through the glass I could see the first row of trees, their crowns close, their trunks dark. The ground was a patchwork of leaf litter and bare earth. The house sat closer to the trees than I remembered. Or the trees had stepped nearer while I was gone. A thin branch tapped once against the glass, though the night air was still. I almost waved at them, the way one greets strangers at a kenduri out of habit. I did not wave.

The small altar near the kitchen window held a saucer of ash and the stub of a joss stick. The ash had caved in on itself. I thought about lighting a new stick for Ma and Ba. I checked the drawer where Auntie Siew keeps the extras. The box was there. The sticks inside were soft at the tips, damp drawn from the air. I took out one, but when I pressed, the end bent sideways and shed ash that smoked for an instant before dying. I put it back. I am not superstitious. That is what I tell people. It is also what I tell myself when I cannot sleep.

I walked the hallway to the bedrooms. The first door stuck; the second opened easily. The walls had once been painted a pale green. Now the paint lifted in small scales, curled at the edges. When I brushed the surface with my knuckles, flakes bent and fell, clung to my wrist, refused to leave when I flicked them away. I chose the room that faced the front. It felt less watched, though the feeling of eyes lingered at the back of my neck. That is a childish thought. I kept it anyway.

I set my bag on the bed and pulled the zipper. The key was still in my hand. I had not put it down. The slick had dried to a faint tack, but when I rubbed my thumb again, the smell rose. I went to the sink and washed with dish soap until my skin went pale. The scent lingered, not strong, just present, like a word held behind the teeth. I wrapped the key in a tissue. The tissue stained. I put the key on the nightstand and stared at it until my eyes watered. I should have put it on a hook near the door. I did not want to carry it back through the house.

The mattress sagged in the middle. I sat on the edge and listened. The walls shifted in shallow waves, the pressure rolling across my arms and chest as though the boards exhaled against me. I told myself wood expands in heat. The air did not cool. Sweat ticked down my spine and pooled at the waistband of my jeans. I stood and changed into a cotton tee and shorts. The fabric stuck and then let go.

I unpacked two shirts and a stack of underwear, a small act meant to claim space. I put the shirts in the wardrobe. The hinges squealed. A faint scent of mothballs rose. Beneath it, the same iron-sweet smell I had brought in on the key. I shut the door and wiped my hands on my shorts. My palms left marks I could not see, only feel.

In the bathroom, the mirror had fogged, each bead of moisture forming in rhythm with my own breaths, though my mouth stayed shut. I wiped it with my forearm, and my reflection answered with Ma’s tired eyes instead of mine. My lips opened and closed once, though I had not spoken. I looked older than I did at the funeral, the soil still fresh in my memory, damp against my knees. Grief does that, I started to say, then stopped. The word sat wrong, too simple. The light above the mirror flickered and held. My mouth tasted metallic. I spat and watched the spit spread and drift to the drain. I ran my tongue along my molars and felt a speck I could not rinse away.

I locked the front door and checked it twice. Habit from the city. The bolt slid with a scrape that made my molars ache. I shut the windows in the sitting room and left the louvers open a sliver for air. The orchard outside strained at the glass
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