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Prologue
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Charity Byrne had come to Singapore to look after Dee-Dee. She was also to supervise her lessons and manners, and had taught her to play hide-and-seek, which was why Dee-Dee was hiding in the bougainvillaea bushes under the frangipani tree. Dee-Dee giggled, thinking of the clever trick she was playing on Charity. It had rained in the night and Charity’s shoes and dress would get muddy, which she hated. Dee-Dee was already covered with mud but since she didn’t do her own washing she didn’t care . . . But why wasn’t Charity coming?


‘Mary! Mary! No!’ The scream came from the balcony above.


As Dee-Dee stood up to get a better look, a large form fell through the branches of the frangipani tree and crashed heavily onto the stone paving slabs in front of her.


Charity Byrne lay sprawled, her neck twisted at an awkward angle, at Dee-Dee’s feet. Charity’s eyes and mouth were wide open in what seemed a crazed grin. Dee-Dee opened her mouth, too, and started to scream.


There would be no lessons from Charity that day or ever again.




This Is 1936!
Women Have Rights!
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‘No! No! No! No! No! You ignorant, backward man, you can’t just marry off Su Lin! Don’t you see what an utter waste that would be? Your niece has her School Certificate! This is 1936! Women have rights! Women have responsibilities!’


Miss Vanessa Palin might not be shouting (‘A lady can always make herself heard without shouting’) at the large, bald Chinese man (my uncle Chen) facing her, but she was certainly declaiming at the full volume of a voice she was always reminding us should be ‘soft, gentle and low, an excellent thing in woman’. It was not surprising that Uncle Chen looked uncomfortable, but he was standing his ground. Although she was not a teacher, Miss Nessa lectured regularly at the Mission School on ‘The Proper Pronunciation and Enunciation of the King’s English’ as well as ‘Table Etiquette and Hygiene for Young Ladies’. This indefatigable woman was tall, clever, and resembled Mrs Virginia Woolf, the writer. She was the unmarried sister of Sir Henry Palin, acting governor of Singapore, and some believed he owed his position and much of his success to her. I know I was not the only student at the school who took her as my role model.


I was Miss Nessa’s star pupil because I could mimic her accent perfectly. I was one of the girls most often invited to ‘tea and conversation’ with visitors she brought to view the Ladies’ Mission. Miss Nessa and her visitors didn’t know my fluency in English came from my grandmother’s shortwave radio. Since Ah Ma had sent me to study English at the Mission, it had been my nightly duty to translate into Hokkien and Malay for her the BBC Empire Service programmes ‘for men and women so cut off by the snow, the desert, or the sea, that only voices out of the air can reach them’. Chen Tai (as everyone outside the family knew Ah Ma) had no great love for the British but, like Sun Tzu, she believed in knowing her enemies.


Knowing Miss Nessa had a soft spot for me, I had asked her to help me find a job. I could not tell her that I longed to be independent like her, and see the world beyond Singapore, so I might have exaggerated my fear of being married off now my schooldays were over. In truth, Ah Ma might have kept me at home with her to recoup the investment she had made in sending me to learn English reading and writing at the Mission School. I had been considered ‘bad luck’ since my parents had died from typhoid, and childhood polio had left me with a limp. It had seemed unlikely my family would ever be able to marry me off, but since I was the only child of Ah Ma’s favourite son, she had decided to educate rather than sell me. My grandmother’s moneylending and black-market businesses had made her rich in the continuing Depression, and she could afford to keep me at home to translate for her, run errands and monitor the household accounts. But, grateful though I was to her, the school run by the Mission Centre had opened my eyes to a whole world of possibilities. I wanted more than a lifetime of toil under my grandmother or a mother-in-law. If I was to escape domestic captivity, I would need my own money, which was why I had to find a paying job. (It would also have been easier if I had been an English woman rather than a Chinese girl, but I didn’t worry about what I couldn’t change.)


Unfortunately, Uncle Chen heard that the Mission Centre was getting me a job and decided that he, my dead father’s eldest surviving brother, should rescue me from the shame of employment. Last night he and his wife Shen-Shen had presented Ah Ma with the names of three men willing to marry me on the condition she released them from their loan obligations to her and provided them with equipment and supplies to set up a laundry or food business in a shop-house, rent-free, for five years as dowry. Two were already married, but they were all family employees and their wives would accept Uncle Chen’s crippled niece as a second wife. Uncle Chen and Shen-Shen told Ah Ma that unless she had me married off at once, my Mission School friends would match me up with some relative of Parshanti (bad because Indian) or Grace (worse because Christian). The whole family, ancestors and descendants included, would be disgraced for ever.


‘I must think about it,’ my grandmother told them. ‘Five years’ rent is a lot of money.’ My grandmother disliked giving away money almost as much as she disliked being told what to do.


I wasn’t against marriage. I just didn’t want to marry a man as a business deal. I asked Uncle Chen for a job instead of a husband, but Uncle Chen was one of those old-fashioned men who saw all working women as servants or prostitutes, even though he deferred to Ah Ma in important business decisions.


I had taught myself shorthand and typing, and thought I could earn a salary as a secretary. My dream was to train for a profession. Thanks to Miss Nessa, I knew that women in England and America trained to be teachers, nurses and even doctors, and I was sure that, given time, I could talk Ah Ma round to accepting that. First, though, I had to earn my training fees. That was why I had slipped away from home that morning to meet Miss Nessa and my potential employer.


One of the servants must have told tales, which had resulted in Uncle Chen charging into the Mission Centre to save me from myself and Western influences.


‘You ignorant fool! You should be proud of Su Lin! She is very intelligent! She came top of the class!’ Miss Nessa raised her voice over Uncle Chen’s Hokkien tirade, which concerned the unclean state of Nessa Palin’s genitals and how he would never allow a skinny sterile white woman to rob the Chen family of a precious granddaughter (he meant me). He jabbed me in the back to translate while glaring at Miss Nessa.


I had stopped translating when they started talking at the same time, but that had not stopped them. Very likely they hadn’t even noticed. After all, they understood themselves and neither was listening to the other. Now Miss Nessa was watching and waiting for me to translate her words. The large black handbag she was swinging vigorously looked dangerous.


‘My uncle says my grandmother wants only what’s best for me,’ I told Miss Nessa, then to Uncle Chen, ‘My teacher respectfully says she wants to help me not be a burden to my family.’


They both snorted. A noise at the open doorway sounded like a laugh. I turned and saw a tall, dark Englishman hesitating just outside. He had clearly come to keep an appointment – and it was even clearer that he was thinking of leaving without fulfilling it. Even from the street outside, the row going on inside must have been entertaining.


‘I think Chief Inspector Le Froy is here,’ I said warningly. I recognized him from the newspapers. Once my friend Parshanti and I had been studying at the back of her parents’ shop when he had come in to ask Mrs Shankar to help identify a button found at a crime scene. We had watched through the curtains. Unfortunately, she had not been able to help him and he had not stayed long. This was the first time I was seeing him at such close quarters and I couldn’t help staring. Thomas Le Froy was the closest thing Singapore Island had to a Rudolph Valentino, a Douglas Fairbanks or a John Barrymore, all combined in the person of one genuine hero . . .


I must digress. Unless you are aware of the awe with which Chief Inspector Le Froy was regarded, you will find it impossible to understand how great a favour Miss Nessa was doing me. Thomas Francis Le Froy, of the Criminal Intelligence Department, was a legend in the Crown Colonies. He spoke fluent Hokkien and Malay; he had pulled rickshaws and infiltrated gambling dens disguised as a Chinese drains inspector. Most of the single ladies in town (and a good number of the married ones) were in love with him, but even top investigative gossips, like my grandmother and Shen-Shen, had no stories of female companions. In fact, I suspected Miss Nessa hoped to use me to insinuate herself into his life, much in the way that a young man gives a puppy or kitten to the object of his affections. ‘Give me all the details of his household and I will tell you how to go about your duties,’ she had told me. Despite the height, large feet and sharp features that protected her from the sin of vanity, Miss Nessa was not immune to Le Froy.


Years of balancing home and Mission School life had taught me to seize all opportunities as soon as they arose, before they could be snatched away. Thomas Le Froy was the work opportunity Miss Nessa had engineered for me, promising, ‘You will be safer with him than with any old woman. He’s too engrossed in his work to have time for women, and where can you be safer than working for a policeman? Even your family won’t dare to touch you there. And I hear that he is in desperate need of a housekeeper.’


‘Chief Inspector Le Froy?’ I stepped forward as he turned to me, looking surprised. ‘I am Chen Su Lin. I believe Miss Nessa spoke to you about me?’


I had not planned to work as a cleaner or housekeeper but anything that took me away from Uncle Chen’s suitors was a step in the right direction. And, if I made myself useful, who could say how swiftly I might move up from housekeeper to assistant and even secretary?


‘You’re late, Chief Inspector!’ Miss Nessa snapped. Then, collecting herself, ‘Good morning.’


‘It is not yet eleven, Miss Palin. What is the mysterious affair you wish to discuss?’ Le Froy’s eyes returned to me. I thought I saw discomfort in them, even a touch of distaste.


‘No reason to rush. Some tea, I think – Su Lin, if you would—’ Miss Nessa tried to return to her carefully planned introduction, but was interrupted again when Uncle Chen grabbed my arm and walked me towards the door. Miss Nessa seized my other arm. Like the baby in the Bible story, I was being pulled apart, but without a true mother in the picture.


‘Chief Inspector! You must make this man leave at once!’


‘It is best not to interfere in domestic situations.’ Le Froy turned to the door, hoping for an excuse to escape. He looked exactly like the Mission kindergarten children trying to avoid questions when they hadn’t prepared an answer. The thought made me grin just as he glanced at me. Did that trigger a curiosity that made him stay?


‘Perhaps you would permit me to close the front door, Miss Palin.’ A small crowd of hawkers, coolies and rickshaw-pullers had clustered outside to watch what was going on within. Among them I recognized a couple of men who worked for Uncle Chen. If Le Froy knew these people as well as I did, he would be aware that they were already placing bets on which of us the chief inspector was going to arrest and take away. A Singaporean never missed the chance to gamble.


‘May I?’


‘That’s a good idea. You are a practical man, Chief Inspector.’ Rather than accept his offer, Miss Nessa swung the doors shut and tugged at the flat bolt, which was meant to lock them. Like so many things at the Mission Centre for which volunteers had been responsible, it didn’t quite fit and stuck, but the doors stayed closed.


‘Please take a seat, Chief Inspector,’ Miss Nessa said, with abrupt dignity. ‘I must apologize for the circus here this morning. This man . . .’ She looked severely at Uncle Chen, but he was suddenly fussing over me, straightening my shirt over my shoulders and patting down my hair. In other words, establishing family authority in the way that a farmer claims ownership of a pig at the market. I respected my uncle, who indulged his mother’s fondness for me, had never stinted on my food or clothes after my father’s death had left him head of the Chen family, and had not thrown me out when fortune-tellers told him his own childless marriage was due to my bad-luck presence. Uncle Chen had taken only one wife so far and, though married for more than ten years, Shen-Shen was barely in her thirties. And although Uncle Chen was trying to strong-arm me into marriage, he had tried to reassure me: ‘Don’t be scared. If your husband beats you or doesn’t give you children, you tell me and I’ll make sure he dies without children!’


‘Good morning, Miss Palin,’ Le Froy said. ‘You did say eleven o’clock? I can return at some other time if this is not convenient.’ He glanced at my uncle again. His eyes darted constantly around the room as though he were taking stock and assessing everything in it.


It was said that Le Froy was a fair man, known for his willingness to work with – and against – men of any race, language or religion. Since his arrival on the island, he had promoted good local people based on the standard of their work and pursued Europeans who had broken the law. He was at the Mission Centre that morning thanks to Miss Nessa. After all Miss Vanessa Palin was the sister of Singapore’s acting governor, Sir Henry Palin, currently based in Government House on Frangipani Hill. Sir Henry represented British colonial authority in Singapore, and Nessa Palin represented Sir Henry. Chief Inspector Le Froy might be head of the Singapore Police but, like everyone else on the island, he was subject to the Crown and colonial authority.


‘Oh, no, Chief Inspector. Of course this is convenient. You have an appointment, after all. Some local people do not understand how to make and keep appointments.’ Miss Nessa threw a triumphant glance at my uncle. She had never doubted her victory but it was still nice to see rivals crumble as reinforcements arrived.


Uncle Chen did not crumble. He locked strong plump fingers around my arm and started to pull me towards the exit again, muttering rude things under his breath. I didn’t know whether he had recognized the policeman but Le Froy was an ang moh – a white man – and Uncle Chen did not trust ang mohs. Again, Miss Nessa seized my other arm, effectively halting progress.


‘I don’t know what the man is talking about.’ Miss Nessa’s voice rose to drown Uncle Chen’s rant. ‘Can’t you get one of your men to put him out? You’re supposed to be keeping order here. Please make sure we’re not bothered by gaga natives.’


‘He’s threatening to come back and burn down the Mission building if you try to keep his dead brother’s orphan daughter prisoner here,’ Le Froy translated calmly.


I noticed he had kept the more colourful parts of my uncle’s tirade to himself: he had not told Miss Nessa she had been called an immoral white ghost, a tigress, and less useful than what comes out of the hind end of a barren chicken. Nevertheless I was impressed by his fluency. I was even more impressed when he turned to my uncle and said, in flawless Hokkien, ‘It’s against the law to burn down buildings, sir.’


Uncle Chen paused to assess him, still suspicious but somewhat mollified by his respectful use of ‘sir’. Most ang mohs demanded respect without giving it. Uncle Chen focused his attention on Le Froy, sniffing like a suspicious guard dog trying to decide whether to bite. Many Chinese people said ang mohs smelt of dead cow because of all the beef they ate. Perhaps he’d caught a whiff of it.


‘Who are you?’


‘My name is Thomas Le Froy. I am a police officer. I am here to keep the peace and protect your rights. What may I call you?’


‘Chen. If you are a police officer, you’d better tell this unmarried white she-devil to give me back my dead brother’s daughter.’


Le Froy returned to Nessa and the English language: ‘Miss Palin, have you taken Mr Chen’s niece away from her family?’


‘Don’t be absurd, Chief Inspector. Why would I want to do that? I am only trying to help her! Su Lin, tell the inspector what your family is trying to do to you!’


They all turned to stare at me. I could easily act the part each expected of me, but I had shown these people such very different sides of myself that I couldn’t think what to say to them together. I froze.


‘She’s shy,’ Miss Nessa said confidently. ‘And she’s scared of her uncle. He wants to marry her off to some old man.’


‘Miss Chen Su Lin? This man is your uncle?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You can speak English. I assume you were translating for them?’


‘I was, sir, but I couldn’t keep up.’ Since he had heard them shouting there was no need to continue.


‘Perhaps you could explain to me how things stand.’


‘Su Lin has been a model student at the Mission School for years.’ Nessa Palin was not used to hearing anyone else explain anything when she was around to do it better. ‘Last year she was one of the first girls in Malaya to sit for the Cambridge School Leaving Certificate Examination and pass. It would be criminal and irresponsible to marry her into virtual slavery!’


Le Froy hushed her with a small hand gesture. ‘I want to hear from Su Lin. Start at the beginning.’


I was wearing a plain Western-style cotton frock and spectacles (which I didn’t really need, except for reading), but my long hair was plaited and wound around my head in traditional style. I was sure there was nothing to make me stand out in a crowd, yet Le Froy seemed to be studying me with attention.


I was sixteen but most people thought I was younger. Despite the limp, I was sure I looked too clean and well fed to be a runaway mui tsai or indentured (slave) girl. The way in which he was inspecting me would have been rude – though routine for an ang moh in authority – if he had not given me a small, polite nod of acknowledgement when our eyes met. Now that was unexpected. I was so taken aback I nodded back automatically. He smiled.


Perhaps he was not only interested in my appearance. Most Chinese girls encountered in town would either smile flirtatiously or stare, speechless, at their feet. I should have decided in advance which of these examples to follow. Instead, betrayed by my own curiosity, I had been staring hard at him.


‘Why did your parents send you to the English school? Why don’t you want to marry the man they have chosen for you?’


‘My parents are dead. My grandmother sent me to the English school so that I can earn my own living because I would bring bad luck to the family I marry into. That is why Miss Nessa is helping me to find work. My uncle wants me to marry a man without family so that I will have a husband to look after me, but . . .’


But a man without family would hardly be an honourable match for me.


I did not really expect an ang moh to understand. Although Ah Ma ruled the family and the family businesses in everything but name, girls were worth little. Locals worried that the ‘Mission Girls’, as we were dubbed, would learn Western ways and be difficult to marry off. However, most of the other Mission Girls had been snapped up as soon as they showed their noses outside the schoolroom and, so far, our years of study had not produced the cross-eyed babies predicted by superstitious traditionalists. Only a few of us remained on the shelf: my friend Parshanti, because of her mixed Anglo-Indian origins, and myself, because of my limp and my reputation as bringer of bad luck, or so I liked to think.


‘Who do you want her to marry, sir?’ Le Froy asked Uncle Chen, in Hokkien.


To my surprise, Uncle Chen answered him: ‘Chang is one of my associates. He comes from the north, Negri Sembilan. He is a younger son with many brothers so he can’t expect much from his family.’ That was probably why he was willing to marry a polio victim. Uncle Chen turned to me. ‘Chang is a good man. He has no debts, and if he marries you, I will give him one of the Tiong Bahru supply shops to run. Tiong Bahru is a good location. You can help him and you will live well.’


‘Have you discussed this with Su Lin?’


Uncle Chen seemed to think there was no need for discussion. ‘The man was married before but his wife died. He already has three children. It is about time she learned to look after children.’


‘So, as we agreed, you will take Su Lin as your assistant and housekeeper?’ Miss Nessa interrupted. She did not understand Hokkien but I suspect Le Froy’s lack of aggression towards Uncle Chen worried her. ‘No man will dare interfere with Su Lin if she is under your protection.’ She looked meaningfully at Uncle Chen, then turned back to Le Froy, ‘And it would be very good for you to have someone looking after you and managing your servants.’


Le Froy gazed at my uncle, clearly expecting more protests. But Uncle Chen was watching him with a guarded, calculating expression. The chief inspector glanced at me, and as our eyes met, I saw his apprehension. Chief Inspector Thomas Le Froy, whose name struck terror into the hearts of all the toughest gangsters and gamblers in Singapore, was frightened of the teenage housekeeper a woman was trying to manipulate him into hiring! I couldn’t help it – I laughed. Le Froy looked startled, but then he shook his head with a wry grin.


Le Froy might have been a hero but that morning he was clearly a weary one. His square shoulders slumped and his eyes avoided Miss Nessa’s. I had heard rumours that, although the chief inspector would take on any man in a fair fight, he preferred not to deal with women. In the newspapers he had been quoted as saying that the police force would never employ female officers because it was impossible to work with irrational persons. Miss Nessa was rational as long as she had her own way, but at that moment I felt sorry for Le Froy.


‘Well?’ Miss Nessa might have been prodding a terrified student for an answer.


Before he could respond, there was a series of quick knocks and the unbolted door was pushed open. ‘Chief Inspector Le Froy?’ The newcomer’s khaki shirt and shorts marked him as a junior police constable. ‘I was told you were here. I have a message for you.’


‘What is it?’


‘News of a death on Frangipani Hill.’


‘What?’ Miss Nessa’s normally strong voice faltered. ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’


Frangipani Hill was where Government House stood. The governor’s Residence, where Miss Nessa lived with her brother’s family, stood just behind it. ‘What’s happened? Is it Sir Henry? Was it an accident? A shooting? Who is dead, man? Tell me!’


The officer ignored her, looking to Le Froy for directions.


‘Who is dead?’ Le Froy switched into professional mode, somehow looking taller and more authoritative. I doubted he would have been notified if one of the servants or local administrators had died. It must be someone more important, one of the white officials at least. Uncle Chen was silent. I could see he was trying to take in all he could without calling attention to himself.


‘It’s the girl who was helping to look after the tan bai kia.’


Tan bai kia is a local phrase, often used as an insult. Translated literally from the Chinese Teochew dialect, it means ‘retarded child’ – in other words, the Palin girl.


‘The tan bai kia is dead?’


I had always suspected my uncle understood a great deal more English than he let on. Now he was even trying to speak it. I whispered back to him, ‘No, Uncle. The white girl looking after her is dead.’


‘Charity,’ Nessa Palin said. She was clearly relieved that her brother was alive but she seemed shocked and, for a moment, swayed on her feet. I moved a chair behind her and took her arm to guide her onto it. She sat without protest, as though, with her attention fixed on the policeman, she was not aware of what her body was doing. ‘Charity Byrne. Someone killed Charity? Why?’


Le Froy looked at her curiously but only asked the policeman, ‘Who is there now?’


‘Sergeant de Souza, with three men. He sent Constable Kwok to fetch Dr Leask and me to get you. He said he will see to things until you come.’


‘Sir Henry came to the police station himself?’


‘No, sir. He sent a rickshaw runner with a note. He says it was an accident – a girl fell off the balcony on the upper floor of the Residence.’


Charity Byrne had been another of Miss Nessa’s projects. She was an orphaned Irish girl, who had come to the colony as nanny to Deborah Palin. I had met Charity when Miss Nessa brought her to the Mission Centre ‘to meet some local girls your age’. Miss Nessa had clearly wanted Charity to spend her free evenings volunteering with young women rather than in the company of young men, but Charity would have none of it. And there had always been plenty of young men – junior government officials and non-commissioned officers – vying for her attention.


The Charity Byrne I remembered had been sparking with energy, outspoken, and had openly contradicted Miss Nessa. She had shocked – and impressed – me.


‘You must drive me back to Frangipani Hill at once,’ Miss Nessa told Le Froy. ‘The car won’t be here to collect me for another twenty minutes and I must get back immediately.’


‘What about Su Lin?’ Le Froy asked.


Miss Nessa looked blank. Le Froy nodded in my direction and her blue-grey eyes moved over me. She seemed to be trying to remember who I was. She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. ‘Another time. Another day. It’s not important now. Su Lin, I will be in touch when I can. Don’t let them marry you to anyone until you hear from me. I must get back to Frangipani Hill.’


Le Froy looked at Uncle Chen and probably saw a glowering, dangerous Chinese man. ‘Come,’ he said to me. ‘Be quick.’




Motor-car
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‘Do you have your things with you?’ Le Froy asked me.


I showed him the portmanteau I had grabbed from behind the door as he hurried me out. I had packed a week’s worth of clothes, assuming I would return home on Sunday, like the maids from rural villages who worked at my grandmother’s house during the week. He tossed it onto the back seat, then held open the front passenger door for me.


‘Have you ever been in a motor-car before? It’s quite safe, I assure you.’


I had indeed. My grandmother had a 12-horsepower Armstrong tourer that she had driven around in to collect rents, and I had often gone with her when it rained. I had only hesitated because I had never had a man open a door for me before, let alone an ang moh. The enormity of what I was taking on began to sink in, but the alternative, in the shape of Uncle Chen, had followed us out of the Mission Centre. Two of his men, who had been squatting outside, straightened up and I saw Le Froy keeping an eye on them as he helped me into his car.


Miss Nessa tried to follow.


‘Miss Palin, please step aside.’ Miss Nessa was not used to having her instructions ignored and Le Froy had to raise his voice as well as his arm. ‘You can wait here for your driver and not disrupt your schedule unnecessarily.’


Uncle Chen looked worried. I saw his lips automatically moving in a Chinese farewell blessing: May good winds speed your journey. Uncle Chen was loud and strong, but I had started helping him with his business accounts when I was eight and knew he was not the smartest of men. People never let him forget that he did not measure up to my dead father, who had been the smart, fearless son and intended heir. Uncle Chen often told me I took after my father, and that he would always watch out for me because my father had been good to him. If I had been a boy he would have brought me into the family business with the intention of handing it over to me. Instead, the best he could do was to marry me off to a man who would not beat me. No, there was no future for me in doing what my family wanted. I would take a chance on making a more interesting future for myself.


Le Froy kept his eyes fixed on the road as he pulled away from the kerb outside the Mission Centre and edged slowly through the crowds of people, bicycles, rickshaws and occasional bullock carts. I gazed out of the car window, trying not to feel too excited. Le Froy’s black-and-green Plymouth went much faster than my grandmother’s old tourer – as buildings and people moved past with increasing speed, I experienced the dizziness of swooping downwards on a rope swing. I closed my eyes.


‘Look into the distance.’


‘What?’


‘Otherwise you’ll get motion sickness. The brain finds it difficult to process too much too quickly. Is this the first time you’ve been in a motor-car?’


I realized I was clutching the little strap by the door with both hands and folded them in my lap, according to Miss Nessa’s instructions, as he added, ‘You must admit they are fast.’


‘They can’t run for as long as horses or pull as much as oxen.’ I quoted my grandmother automatically.


‘Mrs Bertha Benz travelled more than fifty miles from Mannheim to Pforzheim in one of the vehicles her husband Karl created,’ Le Froy said conversationally. He slowed down to navigate past a couple of buffalo carts being unloaded at the side of the street and I felt better.


‘Are there women drivers?’ My dizziness was eclipsed by my interest.


‘Oh, yes. And since motor-cars are driven with skill rather than with strength, women are at no disadvantage.’


Oh! If only I could persuade Ah Ma to let me drive her around in hers!


There was less traffic once we turned onto Bukit Timah Road and headed northwards alongside the canal. There, the roadside grasses were dried brown as the earth, but the row of thick-trunked trees lining the canal blocked the worst of the sun. I relaxed a little with the wind blowing in my face, and I remember thinking that moving effortlessly fast had to be what pure joy felt like. The short Sumatra squall earlier had left the roads damp but an ashy scent was coming through the car windows from the paper offerings people were burning.


It was the first day of the Chinese Seventh Lunar Month, when the spirits of the unhappy dead are released from Hell to collect their offerings and settle scores. For the first time in my life I would not be at home to watch the traditional evening burning of the bundles of green ‘Hell money’. I doubted I would be missed by either humans or spirits: after Uncle Chen had lit the first joss sticks and put the first green bundle into the burning bin, the servants would take over.


We headed northwards to where the largest cemeteries were located. Local people avoided living close to dead bodies but ang mohs seemed not to mind. As we passed makeshift stages set up for concerts to entertain the dead later, some no more than planks on bricks in front of stools and mats, Le Froy spoke again: ‘Joss paper for Ghost Month,’ he said casually. I saw he wanted to impress me with his local knowledge so I looked properly surprised. I always try to please people when I can, especially if it doesn’t cost me anything. It makes them easier to deal with. ‘Would you prefer to speak Malay or Hokkien, Su Lin? Am I pronouncing your name correctly? “Su” as in “suit” without the t and “Lin” as in “linen” without the “en”?’


Le Froy’s Chinese pronunciation was good. I knew he was trying to put me at ease and almost replied, ‘Correct, as in “carrot” but reversing the vowels phonetically.’ However, I reminded myself in time that I was hoping to get a job with him (a real job – housekeeping was just the first step; I could figure out the second later), which meant making him think I’d be easy to work with, so I said, ‘Yes, thank you, Chief Inspector. I am quite comfortable with English.’ I was happy to show off my proficiency in his language.


‘So, you don’t want to marry the man your family chose for you. Is there someone else you do want to marry? And why does your uncle want to marry you off now?’ His eyes were still on the road. ‘In the Seventh Month? Isn’t that bad luck?’


I had to admire his awareness of local superstitions. During the Seventh Lunar Month, or Ghost Month, Chinese people consider it bad luck to start new projects, from jobs and marriages to moving into new houses.


Before I could answer he added, ‘Is that man Chen really your uncle?’


Many years later Le Froy told me that Miss Nessa’s actual words to him were: ‘The girl is being married into slavery and you need someone to do your cleaning and cooking, and take messages when nobody knows where you are!’ He had already rejected several of her previous attempts to provide him with English-speaking servants, who would help her organize him, but Miss Nessa was not a woman to notice rebuffs.


Le Froy had made sure he and I were alone in his car so that he could question me with neither Miss Nessa nor Uncle Chen present. I had assumed he had been too distracted to register Miss Nessa’s demand for transport, but as I realized later, there was little he didn’t hear. He simply applied a powerful filter to the world around him and ignored whatever he considered irrelevant.


‘Yes, Uncle Chen is my uncle. He is my late father’s younger brother – the only living brother.’ Perhaps I should have been offended on Uncle Chen’s behalf, but I could understand Le Froy’s suspicion.


Rumour had it that at least seventy thousand prostitutes operated in Shanghai alone, not counting bar girls, masseuses and tour guides. As Chinese workers moved south to Singapore, so did the vice-dealers who served them. Singapore had more than three thousand licensed prostitutes registered at the Chinese Protectorate, as well as maids, singers and actresses, who were really unlicensed whores. Unfortunately for my dream of independence, prostitution was the only profession that seemed open to Chinese girls on the island. Le Froy was making sure I had been not been bought or kidnapped to become a concubine or to be sold to a brothel.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t kidnapped from or sold by my family and I’m not a runaway. I can read, write and speak English, Mandarin, Malay and Hokkien, and I can do cleaning, housekeeping and accounts. My uncle came up with his marriage arrangement after he heard Miss Nessa had found a job for me. Uncle Chen means well.’ Despite his blind faith in temple fortune-tellers, I was fond of him and didn’t want to get him into trouble with the authorities.


‘Your uncle can’t find you other work?’


‘He’s afraid I’ll bring bad luck to whoever I work for.’


Le Froy glanced at me. ‘Bad luck?’


‘Because my parents died and I had polio.’ It was good luck as well as bad: if my parents had lived, I would not have gone to school.


‘So you asked Nessa Palin to find you a job. Times are not easy here, and it’s worse in Europe. Even men are finding it difficult to get jobs. If, by any chance, you have some idea of finding work and travelling, I doubt you will.’


‘I want to see a bit more of the world before I get married.’


Ever since Miss Nessa had lent me her copy of Henry James’s Portrait of a Lady I had wanted to be a lady reporter, like Henrietta Stackpole, whom I had found far more interesting than the book’s heroine. I knew it was no use saying that. I longed for a life like Miss Nessa’s (she reminded me of Henrietta Stackpole in brains and bluntness), and the last thing I wanted was to be locked into a marriage before I was twenty.


‘About your parents, my condolences. You don’t look like a victim of kidnap, but it’s always safer to ask. Miss Nessa mentioned you have your School Certificate. That’s unusual in this part of the world, isn’t it? Especially for a girl with no parents?’


‘My grandmother takes care of me. She says my father always regretted not having gone to school and he would have wanted me to.’


‘What was your father’s name?’


‘Chen Tou Liang.’


‘Ah . . .’ The car was still moving but Le Froy gave me a long look. ‘So you’re one of those Chens. Your uncle Chen must be Chen Tou Seng and your grandmother is the famous Chen Tai. I see.’


I wasn’t sure what he saw. People did not gossip to me about my own family but I knew my grandmother was reputed to be a shrewd businesswoman. People whispered that she, rather than my late grandfather, had built up the Chen family fortune, and that it was Chen Tai, rather than Uncle Chen, who ran the Chen family businesses. Some claimed my grandfather’s family in China had cut him off after he had angered them by marrying a Straits-born woman without bound feet. It was their loss. Despite Ah Ma’s flourishing business, it was said that her pride had brought its share of bad luck. Her husband had died in a cholera epidemic, followed by four of her children, including my father, my mother and my infant brother.


Then there was me, the bad-luck girl. This curse would frighten off parents of respectable suitors, despite my family’s standing in the community. And my education wouldn’t help: many wealthy Eurasian and Indian families sent their daughters, as well as their sons, to school, but few Chinese did.


‘What do you know of the Palins?’ Abruptly, Le Froy had changed the subject. His tone was so light he might have been making social chit-chat, which made me suspect he was really asking what the local people knew of the acting governor and his family. Well, if I could help him there, he might find it worth his while to keep me on.


I replied cautiously, with my best enunciation, ‘They are rich, respectable people.’


He nodded, keeping his eyes on the road. I sensed I had disappointed him so I continued, ‘Sir Henry Palin is a former planter who still owns estates in northern Malaya. He is a committee member of the Singapore Polo Club, although he does not play or own ponies. He lives with his second wife, Lady Mary Palin, his unmarried sister, Miss Vanessa Palin, and the two children from his first marriage. Harry Palin is in his early twenties and Deborah is said to be funny in the head.’


‘Very good,’ he said, and I could tell he was pleased – as though I had proved a point for him. ‘Lady Laura Palin, Sir Henry’s first wife, died of a tropical fever in India when Deborah was seven. Deborah was also very ill for a long time, and although she recovered physically, mentally she has remained a seven-year-old. I’ve often thought that if only Deborah Palin had been born into a poor Asian family, with a web of relatives and social connections, she would have had her own place within the community by now. I’ve seen children younger than seven tending goats, selling vegetables, catching and drying fish and caring for younger siblings or ageing grandparents. I’m sure you were looking after yourself when you were seven, weren’t you, Su Lin? But since everyone treats Deborah Palin like a helpless child, she has remained so, needing to have everything done for her. That’s why they brought the Irish girl, Charity Byrne, in to help with her.’ He paused. ‘Did you know Charity Byrne?’


Of course I’d known who Charity Byrne was. The local gossip system monitored the doings of the ang mohs with as much attention as the ang mohs followed the doings of their – our – king, Edward VIII, and his lady-friends.


‘I met her. She came to the Mission Centre with Miss Nessa a couple of times.’


‘Indeed. What did she do?’


I had to think about this. Charity had never stayed long or said much. ‘She would just say hello. She had to look after Deborah Palin.’
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It was just past eleven thirty when we reached the bottom of Frangipani Drive.


We were in the Bukit Timah, ‘Mount Timah’, district. This was the geographic centre and the highest point on the main island of Singapore. From there the rest of the diamond-shaped island slopes down to the coast in all directions and Frangipani Hill is part of the foothills. The gates at the base of the upward-curving drive stood open and unguarded. Le Froy tightened his lips in disapproval. He slid the car off the driveway between two trees and turned off the engine.


‘You had better come with me,’ he said. ‘You can leave your bag in the car.’


I saw his eyes darting over the surface and sides of the road as we continued on foot up the driveway. I couldn’t tell what he was looking out for. On both sides of the road there were rows of the trees that had given Frangipani Hill its name. Beyond them rose a tangle of semi-wild rainforest. I saw clumps of sugar cane, tapioca, and a great many banana trees flourishing untended. I could hear insects and caught the not-so-distant call of a wild cockerel. The earth smelt good and I took a deep breath.


‘What are you looking at?’ he asked, pausing. The driveway was fairly steep, and I was glad to stop for a rest.


‘It’s good rich earth. There are probably wild pigs and wild chickens around here. It would be good land to farm.’


‘You think it’s wasted?’ He started to walk uphill again and I followed a respectful step behind him.


‘Europeans only grow flowers and grass.’ I didn’t understand why Europeans who owned land preferred to buy, rather than grow, fruit and vegetables.


‘The European community here is not homogeneous,’ Le Froy said. ‘In fact, most of the “Europeans” in Singapore now are not even European – they don’t come from Europe. When in England these people would very likely call all the Dutch, Swiss and French people who come from beyond the English Channel “foreigners”. The main reason they call themselves “European” rather than “British” here is to distinguish themselves from local residents in this British Crown Colony. But if you’ve met any Eurasians you’ll know that they’re more patriotically British than more recent arrivals from Britain!’


Of course I knew Eurasians: several of my teachers at the Mission Girls’ School had been Eurasian women, who were more likely to work outside the home than other women. Most Eurasians were Christians, which gave them access to Mission schools and, subsequently, lower-ranked civil-service positions, the higher ranks reserved exclusively for white people. Although almost aggressively British now, most in this exclusive ethnic enclave traced the European part of their ancestry to Portuguese, Dutch, Danish or Spanish settlers as far back as the sixteenth century. There were around seven thousand ‘official’ Eurasians in Singapore. My school friend Parshanti Shankar was Euro-Asian. She had a Scottish mother and an Indian father and was not accepted as ‘Eurasian’: the Eurasian Association acknowledged only those whose fathers were of European origin and had European surnames.


I sensed Le Froy was talking to distract me while he watched me walk beside him and his next words proved me right.


‘Is something wrong with one of your shoes?’


‘No, sir. I had polio when I was young.’


‘But I see you can walk.’


‘I can walk and do housework, also office work, sir.’


‘Ah.’ I heard satisfaction in his voice, as though a piece in a puzzle had clicked into place for him, but it must have been an unimportant puzzle because he immediately returned his attention to the surface and sides of the road. ‘Come. I believe there’s a body under that frangipani tree.’




The Body Under the Frangipani
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There were two large buildings on Frangipani Hill. Le Froy had stopped where the road forked: on the left, a circular drive led to Government House, and on the right, the steeper track went to the Residence. Looking up, I saw the two buildings were connected by a shaded walkway, lined with frangipanis, which ran between the back of Government House and the side porch of the Residence.


The Residence was a large, raised, two-storey black and white bungalow, longer than it was wide. The lower storey was at least twenty feet high and, like many other houses built for the colonial masters, it was made of brick below and wood above, with verandas that ran the length of the house on both sides on the ground and upper floors. The house was on a slope, so there were more stairs up to the front porch than to the veranda.
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