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Dragon Boat Dumplings
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‘Aiyoh, where is that driver?’ my grandmother grumbled. ‘Maybe he got lost. Don’t know why they want to go and change road names. Now everybody is getting lost! Ask me my address, I also don’t know! Hiyah!’


She was grumbling because, as of today, Saturday, 1 June 1946, British officials had decreed the road in front of our house would be renamed Mountbatten Road. It was cheaper and faster than building a monument to Lord Louis Mountbatten, though I suspected a repainted road sign wouldn’t have the cachet of a new park or monument. Clearly the British were serious about keeping costs down.


The grand unveiling of the new road sign would take place at nine a.m., and Mountbatten Road, formerly Grove Road, would be blocked off from eight, which was why I was leaving so early.


‘It’s not yet seven o’clock, Ah Ma,’ I said, ‘and Hakim’s been here a hundred times.’


Chen Mansion stood where it had always been, despite the address change. And even though I was twenty-six years old, I was back there with my grandmother, Uncle Chen and Little Ling, his daughter. While the rest of the world was moving forward, I kept being pulled back there. I wasn’t sorry to be getting away for a bit today.


I stifled a yawn and pulled the light shawl more closely around me against the early-morning chill. I was wearing a light green and red print frock: green and red are lucky colours for Dragon Boat Festival and I was on a dragon boat mission, a week early.


‘Maybe you shouldn’t go,’ Ah Ma said. ‘Go so far alone and for what? When Hakim comes, just give him the food and her precious container and tell him to deliver it to the Pangs’ place. No need to waste your time.’


I really didn’t want to go. But if I wanted to succeed in making a point with my grandmother I had to see it through. ‘I said I would go so I’m going,’ I said. ‘You know Pang Tai will be offended if you send back her tingkat with a driver. You should really come with me.’


Ah Ma snorted. ‘In my old tai chi clothes? That would really offend the woman.’


Why was I heading out in the early morning in Dragon Boat Festival colours to visit the Pangs with a bunch of Ah Ma’s bak zhang – sticky rice dumplings wrapped in bamboo leaves and tied with string into triangular parcels – made especially for the festival, as well as two bottles of Ah Ma’s achar – turnip, cucumber, carrots and pineapple pickled in vinegar, sugar and salt with lots of sesame seeds and crushed roasted peanuts? Because this was the formal return of Pang Tai’s food container. The beautiful three-layered traditional blue-, pink- and green-painted enamel tingkat had been brought to us at Chinese New Year. Normally, all gift containers would have been filled with lucky food and given back when my family paid the obligatory return visits, but this year my family hadn’t paid any return visits.


Most people were understanding. Chen family issues over Chinese New Year must have provided good gossip. But last Friday Pang Tai had asked for her container.


‘So rude!’ my grandmother said. ‘Telling me to just wash and return empty! As though I have no food to give her!’


‘Maybe she needs it?’ I said. ‘Maybe she doesn’t know Uncle Chen’s wife died.’


‘Ha! Of course she knows. You think she wants her tingkat back? What she’s after is your uncle.’


‘Ah Ma!’


‘That woman is dangerous. She treats her workers like slaves, and she has too many daughters.’


That was what set me off. As a woman who’d raised a polio-crippled bad-luck granddaughter (me) against the advice of family and fortune-tellers, you’d think Chen Tai wouldn’t hold a woman’s daughters against her.


‘How can you say that?’ I said. ‘Women shouldn’t put other women down.’


‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Ah Ma’s standard defence.


‘Pang Tai has three daughters and Danny,’ I said. This time I did know what I was talking about. Mei Mei, a sweet, silent woman, was ten years younger than Uncle Chen. Pang Tai had mentioned it several times on her last visit. The younger ‘children’, Girlie, Sissy and Danny, were about twelve, ten and eight years older than I was.


‘I will bring her tingkat to Bukit Batok with bak zhang especially made for the Dragon Boat Festival. There’s no point in offending people. You don’t know when you might need to buy granite from them.’


I was only repeating to Ah Ma what she had said many times to me while I was growing up: be nice to people even if you don’t like them. One day you might need to work with them. Given that the Pangs ran Singapore’s largest granite quarries, surely it made sense to stay on good terms with Pang Tai.


‘If you insist on going, I will call Hakim to drive you.’ In other words, she knew I was right even if she would die before she said so. ‘Better go early so you won’t need to stay for lunch.’


I knew Hakim Harez from when he had driven Ah Ma about to collect rents before the war. He’d doubled as her security guard and babysitter, playing tutup botol, or bottle caps, with me while we were waiting.


Now Hakim was driving one of the pirate taxis that had sprung up to supplement limited public transport. They were a lifesaver for those living beyond the tram lines and bus routes and charged per person per ride. They were also illegal, and it was understood that, if asked, you were merely ‘taking a lift from a friend’.


‘All the way to Bukit Batok to return a tingkat,’ Ah Ma grumbled. ‘So ulu. I don’t know why anybody wants to live there.’


Ulu meant primitive or undeveloped. It was how people in the east of Singapore liked to see the area west of Bukit Timah Hill, the highest point on our island. When your entire island measures just over thirty miles from east to west, you make the most of tiny differences. Much of western Singapore was still plantations and primary forest – and quarries, of course.


What did Ah Ma have against Pang Tai? They were both widows who’d succeeded in keeping their families together. Shouldn’t that have forged a bond between them? No. I’d seen Ah Ma’s dislike in the way she politely pressed delicacies on her guest while praising her son’s brains and her daughters’ beauty. Danny wasn’t clever and his sisters weren’t pretty, and if the two women had liked each other, they’d have been gossiping and cackling while cracking pumpkin seeds in their teeth.


Uncle Chen wasn’t any better. Pang Tai had asked if he could spend some time at her place. ‘Now my husband is gone, I need something to bring masculine energy to the house.’


‘Think about getting a pig,’ Uncle Chen said. Pang Tai looked aghast, perhaps trying to decide if she’d been insulted. Maybe she just didn’t like pigs. ‘A good boar is better than any guard dog. It will keep burglars and monkeys away. And if you lend it to neighbours with sows, you can eat suckling pig all year.’


To be fair, Pang Tai wasn’t the only one. Just months after his wife’s death, Uncle Chen was showered with gifts and invitations and had refused to pay visits to any households with unmarried women. He and his wife had visited the Pangs on Ah Ma’s behalf, often taking me with them, because Ah Ma claimed the long drive over the bad roads to Bukit Batok made her feel sick. ‘And not just the roads. The air there is so dirty. Just drive through there and you’re coughing for a week. Why do you think it’s called Bukit Batok?’


While ‘batok’ meant ‘coughing’ in Malay, it meant ‘coconut’ in Javanese, which was the more likely origin of the name.


Of course, what Uncle Chen or Shen Shen had said was, ‘Our mother wanted to come to see you but she’s too busy/can’t leave the house/has relatives visiting. He wasn’t very good at lying but Shen Shen had been an expert. I would miss that side of her. But the excuses, like the visits, were just formalities to show our families were on good terms.


‘No need to stay too long, ah,’ Ah Ma said.


‘You don’t have to wait to see me off, Ah Ma.’


‘Who wants to see you off? I want to do my morning tai chi. Just waiting for you to go.’


Ah Ma had practised tai chi for as long as I could remember. I’d always thought it was an excuse to be outside on her own, though sometimes she made the servant girls practise too. She’d tried to persuade me to join her, but I found the slow movements boring and pointless. These days she used the walking stick Dr Shankar had designed for her tai chi rod exercises. It was useful in other ways too. There was a ring below the handle that held Ah Ma’s keys and the cloth pouch with her reading glasses. And the metal spike in its foot was good for poking at ripe fruit in trees and for stability on slippery or stony ground. Indoors the spike was protected by a cap ending in a wide rubber stopper, which Dr Shankar had also provided.


‘It’s a martial art that develops the qi. Good for self-defence,’


I preferred a more active kind of self-defence, but I was glad she could still do the movements. Her spiked walking stick was also useful for dismantling cigarette ends (which were just paper and dried leaves) and threatening miscreants who threw rubbish over the wall.


Hakim arrived punctually just before seven a.m. in a nice, fairly well-kept though not new car.


‘Salaam, Mr Hakim, how are you today?’


Hakim Harez got out, grinning widely and bowing with a hand over his heart. ‘Very good, thank you, Chen Tai. Miss Chen, how are you? Just a minute, ah, let me get ready the seat for you.’


He started spreading newspapers in the back. I sniffed. I smelt blood and fresh meat.


‘Sorry, ah. I brought wife to market to sell chicken.’


Judging by the leafy fragments on the newspapers and the piece of cardboard he handed me to put on top of the newspapers, Puan Hakim had also harvested daun kelor, moringa leaves, and bayam merah, local spinach, for the market. I brushed off a scattering of soil from the vegetables as Ah Ma and Hakim chatted. A little dry earth was better than blood.


‘Sorry to ask you to drive so far to so ulu place, Mr Hakim,’ Ah Ma said. ‘I give you eight dollars. Enough?’


She was being generous. The fifteen-mile journey would have cost about six dollars by trishaw, but that would have taken much longer and been far less comfortable.


‘I cannot take money from you, Chen Tai.’ I guessed Ah Ma had helped Mr Hakim to pay for his car. She was always helping people, and they all tried to pay her back, not always in cash. ‘But why you want to send your granddaughter to Bukit Batok? Young girls should go to town, go Robinson’s. Nice dresses there, imported from England.’


‘Of course I must pay you. This is your business. My granddaughter has to pay family visit for me,’ Ah Ma’s mouth turned down at the corners to signify grief, ‘now I am too old to go myself.’


‘Of course you are not old, Chen Tai,’ Hakim Harez said quickly. He returned two notes to my grandmother. ‘Six dollars enough. If she needs to come back I’ll take her for free.’


‘Maybe you can drop me in town afterwards,’ I said quickly. ‘Can you give me about half an hour at the Pang quarry, then pick me up and drop me in town?’


I could tell Pang Tai that I had several visits to make and couldn’t stay long. She would probably be as glad of that as I would. I could easily take the tram home from town.


‘Where are you going?’ Ah Ma asked.


I was tempted to say Robinson’s, but Ah Ma knew me too well. With a crooked hip after childhood polio, I’d never enjoyed shopping for clothes I knew wouldn’t suit me. And I knew she suspected I would try to see Le Froy.


I’d had an understanding with former Chief Inspector Thomas Le Froy: until we married at some unspecified point in the future, I would work as his assistant on the Public Health Services Bureau funds.


But Le Froy’s duties had been abruptly suspended two weeks ago, pending an official investigation into the PHSB. ‘Pending investigation’ is what the British say when they’ve decided you’re guilty and need time to decide what you’re guilty of. The only reason I wasn’t worried was that Le Froy didn’t seem concerned.


I hadn’t seen him since the office was closed. In fact, one of the points the investigation had already brought up was my lack of qualifications: I didn’t have a secretarial certificate from an approved British institution.


I could almost hear Ah Ma thinking, Ang mohs don’t like girls older than sixteen, but she saved us a good fight by not saying it out loud. I didn’t need her feeling sorry for me: I could do that for myself. What had happened to me?


Before the war I’d been a promising top student whose teachers believed I could go on to university instead of getting married. Now it seemed I was too old to do either. Ironically, my work prospects were worse now than they’d been under the Japanese. During the Occupation, my Japanese language skills had been in demand. Now I couldn’t get work as a teacher or as the reporter I had once been without qualifications.


‘I want to go to town to see Parshanti,’ I said.


Hakim looked at Ah Ma.


‘Say hello to her mother for me. And tell her father I’m using his stick.’


‘I drop you anywhere you want, Miss!’ Hakim said. He helped me to settle the tingkat and food on the floor beside me and closed the door.


‘Whatever you do, don’t invite them for Dragon Boat Festival. That woman may come anyway but don’t invite them,’ Ah Ma called, as Mr Hakim put the car in gear and drove away.









Pirate Taxi Ride


[image: Illustration]


‘Your grandma is a good woman,’ Hakim said. ‘She always makes for me and my wife no-pork bak zhang for Dragon Boat Festival. I know all about Festival – last time in China one poet jumped into the river because the government is bad. So all the men row dragon boats to save him and all the women throw bak zhang into the river so the fish will eat it instead of the poet.’


‘Yah,’ I said, only half listening. Hakim had been telling me this story since I was a child. I had to remind Ah Ma to send some bak zhang to Hakim and his wife. The sticky rice dumplings I was carrying contained braised pork belly, mushrooms, dried shrimp and chestnuts, so couldn’t be given to Muslims, like Hakim and his wife.


After almost two weeks of heavy rain, angsana trees all over Singapore had burst into bloom yesterday. It had been a glorious sight, people posing with flowering branches and taking photographs. It was a pity photographs aren’t in colour, like paintings, to capture all that glorious yellow. Today there were yellow carpets on many roads, still beautiful, but in a few days the withered flowers would be a nuisance, clogging the drains.


It was nice being in a car. I thought again about learning to drive. I wanted to, but I’d been in the car with Parshanti driving and had seen the effort it took to manage the clutch pedal and the brake, especially for her many sudden stops. I was afraid my withered leg might not be up to it. But I wanted the independence it gave her. Also, I could help Uncle Chen.


Uncle Chen hadn’t reopened his little shophouse in town after the war. Now Ah Ma had him driving merchandise around the colonial homes, especially the black and white houses in the north near Sembawang Shipyard and in the east near Seletar Airbase. The returning British wives were eager to buy the curtain material, pillows, pillow cases and sheets that Ah Ma imported from China, and Uncle Chen did good business selling the items door to door. That meant he was always home for dinner and sometimes Little Ling rode along with him, which they both enjoyed.


‘Nowadays, if people jump into the river because the government is bad, no more people left to row boats or make bak zhang.’


‘What?’ I looked up and saw Hakim studying me in the rear-view mirror.


‘How much did Chen Tai lose to those opium licences?’


The Japanese had banned opium on the island, but the returning British had auctioned opium-processing licences. Opium products, being heavily taxed, would generate funds to rebuild post-war Britain. The problem was, just two weeks after those licences had been paid for, the British had declared opium processing illegal. Now the government would not refund the money they’d collected for those licences, and anyone caught making or selling opium products would be subject to criminal prosecution.


It was whispered that the authorities had intended to ban opium all along. Auctioning licences was just their way of figuring out who was in the business . . . while pocketing some cash on the side.


‘She didn’t,’ I said. ‘My grandmother wasn’t in the opium business.’


‘Your ang moh boyfriend tipped her off because they are going to clamp down?’


‘No! She was never in the opium business.’


‘Huh.’


I don’t think Hakim believed me, but my grandmother had seen the damage opium did, especially to the Chinese, and said no profits were worth that. Le Froy had been trying to get opium production banned since before the war.


‘What’s your ang moh boyfriend doing nowadays?’


We were moving fairly fast. I put my face out of the window and closed my eyes to enjoy the breeze, pretending I hadn’t heard him. Hakim was a great one for gossip: he probably knew more about what Thomas Le Froy was doing than I did.


Le Froy and I had admitted to ourselves and to each other that we were in love when we’d thought we were going to die. But we didn’t die, which made things awkward. I’d always sworn I’d never marry an ang moh, and I’d learned later that he’d sworn never to marry after his fiancée had died during his first posting out of England. I didn’t deny or regret the joy I felt thinking of him. We just had to decide how to live with it.


At least Le Froy’s position managing the PHSB fund gave him employment in Singapore after he was invalided out of the police force – at least until Jack Wilson was brought in by the British Military Authority to conduct his official inquiry into the fund’s accounting.


I couldn’t help thinking Governor Evans had set it up. He’d been biased against Le Froy ever since, as chief inspector with the police, he had applied the same laws to ang mohs and locals. Apparently that was discrimination against any British who had made the sacrifice to come out east.


I knew from Le Froy that the British were on edge. Now that the Japanese were gone, India and Indonesia wanted to shake off British rule, and Britain didn’t want ‘anti-colonial unrest’ to spread to Singapore. But with all that going on, why were they worrying about a fully funded health-improvement project?


Unfortunately I could guess the answer to that. Over the last forty or fifty years, being male and British had been enough to guarantee a well-paid post almost anywhere in the Empire, other than Britain. Now that was changing. Those who hadn’t yet made their fortunes were scrambling to remedy that. ‘Guaranteed’ investment schemes and dodgy ‘big payout’ companies were proliferating. Someone, resentful of Le Froy’s refusal to invest public-health funds, must have accused him of making off with the money.


I knew nothing would come of the investigation. However much he scorned official protocol, Le Froy had been punctilious when it came to dispensing funds. I’d typed up all the transaction reports myself, with double carbons, one set for the governor’s office, the other to the British Military Authority.


Even if Ah Ma didn’t think Le Froy guilty of stealing money, guilt by association was enough for her. ‘Since you’re not working there any more, better you don’t go near that place,’ she had said. ‘What happens if they go there, find something wrong and your fingerprints are everywhere?’


‘Of course my fingerprints are there,’ I said. ‘That is where I work!’


When the motor-car slowed behind a moving bullock cart, I pulled my face in to avoid the smell.


‘You know what they say about Le Froy?’ Hakim Harez said, as though continuing a conversation. ‘People say he’s the one behind the opium ban.’


‘Opium is bad for people,’ I said. Why was that so hard to understand? Even the Japanese knew that.


It was understandable that those who’d paid for the last batch of licences were upset. Who could have seen this coming? Opium trafficking had been one of Britain’s greatest generators of revenue for years.


‘Nah. Ang mohs don’t care what is bad for locals. The only reason they banned legal opium cooking is because the Chen family is taking over the opium monopoly.’


‘What?’


‘That is the marriage condition, right? Le Froy gives Chen Tai the opium market and Chen Tai gives him her granddaughter.’


I saw Hakim watching me in the rear-view mirror. If I got worked up, he would go, ‘Joking, lah!’ then tell everyone I wouldn’t have been upset or annoyed if there hadn’t been some truth in the rumours.


‘Ha-ha,’ I said lightly. ‘Very funny.’ Then I turned back to the window and the passing scenery. I wasn’t annoyed with Hakim, who was only reporting to me what others were saying behind my back. Gossip was as much a part of his pirate taxi business as the driving. My grandmother always said, ‘Let other people waste energy talking about you. Don’t waste energy worrying about them.’


I wondered what she would say about this, though. Ah Ma hadn’t been happy to learn Governor Evans had put Le Froy in charge of the health-services fund. ‘Giving away money is not so easy. Those you give to say it isn’t enough. Those you don’t give to say you’re crooked. And they all say you put it in your own pocket.’


Well, the official investigation would clear that up, wouldn’t it? All that Le Froy had granted funds for were water pipes and sanitary sewage disposal, and that only after requesting tenders from several companies and picking a local contractor. Very likely this had upset the newly returned British officials, who were charged with getting enough money out of us to rebuild Britain.


They were also on the lookout for signs of ‘unrest and insurrection’, as had arisen in India and Indonesia. Their instructions were to keep the population divided along religious (India) and racial (Indonesia) lines. As long as the separate sectors were at each other’s throats, they would need their British overlords.


This didn’t work so well in Singapore. Most people had ended up there because they or their ancestors had fled from war, poverty or other people in their lands of origin. Survival and security – earning enough for food and shelter – were top priorities. And now the Japanese chokehold was gone, people weren’t happy to submit to the returning British. But what alternative did we have?


Great Britain declared we were her main base in the east and would never be surrendered, but they’d said the same before the war and look how that had turned out. Britain had dissolved the Straits Settlements in April, meaning we were no longer part of Malaya, but a separate Crown Colony under a hastily patched-together civilian administration.


The biggest difference now was that before the war it had been difficult to find Englishmen willing to take up positions out east. Exorbitant salaries had been offered, along with houses and staff who were paid a pittance. Now locals wanted higher pay and we were flooded with stray ang mohs leaving India and Indonesia. They were turning up everywhere.


In fact, one was staring at me now through the car window. He was a short, rotund, sandy-haired man, wearing what looked like uncomfortably formal clothes – dark full-length trousers and a long-sleeved shirt. We were still on Hill Street, nowhere near Bukit Batok. Hakim had stopped the car just after the Hill Street police station and quarters. Once this area had felt like a second home to me, but it had been used as a prison and torture chamber during the Japanese time and I preferred to avoid it now. I wasn’t superstitious, but I believe places carry echoes of the horrors they’ve witnessed – like scientists discovering bats can ‘see’ in the dark using sounds we can’t hear.


The ang moh walked to the front of the car, apparently to check the licence plate. Was he some kind of motor-car inspector? New rules and posts were generated all the time.


‘Don’t say anything,’ Hakim Harez said to me.


‘What?’


‘Nobody wants to drive to Bukit Batok so I said I’m going there. I bring him, lah. No need to say anything to Chen Tai.’


The entrepreneurial Singapore spirit had raised its mercenary head again.


At least the stranger was a welcome distraction from the coming visit. It wasn’t Pang Tai’s simpering or Danny’s heavy-handed teasing I minded so much as the Pang girls. Still living at home in their thirties and forties, was that how my future would be?









The Ang Moh in the Front Seat
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‘Wilson? Going Bukit Timah fire station?’ Hakim Harez called through the front passenger window.


The man looked suspicious. ‘Mr Wilson,’ he said. ‘You’re the driver Peters hired?’ He looked as if he was waiting for Hakim to produce identification.


‘Bukit Timah fire station,’ Hakim repeated, and pushed open the passenger door.


Instead of getting in, the man opened the back door and looked at me. ‘Get out,’ he said. He made shooing gestures as though he was chasing chickens away from spilled rice. ‘And take that stinking cardboard with you. What an awful smell! You no understand-oo English-oo?’


Hakim patted the seat beside him. Of course I understood that he wanted me to move up front with him so the pukka sahib could have the back seat to himself. But I didn’t want to. When I was a child, being allowed to sit in front with Hakim had been a special treat. He shared with me his kacang sipat – salty, spicy broad beans fried till they split – but not his cigarettes while we waited for Ah Ma to collect her rents. But even children understand ‘First come, first served’ and I didn’t like this man taking for granted that the back seat was automatically his.


I looked at Hakim. He was wiping his steering wheel with great attention. He wasn’t a confrontational man but he was a master of not getting involved. Whichever one of us ended up in the back seat would have been fine with him – as long as he was paid.


‘Women, huh! Hey, Driver.’ Wilson thumped the front seat till Hakim looked at him, ‘Get her out of there.’


Hakim stared at him blankly, then he peered at me. Ah Ma had booked him to take me to Bukit Batok, so he shouldn’t have picked up an additional passenger. Then again, my grandmother always approved of extra business.


I didn’t blame Hakim, given that the additional male passenger should have known to sit in front with him, leaving the back seat for Chen Tai’s granddaughter. But how had someone who didn’t know that Hakim drove for Chen Tai arranged for Hakim to pick him up?


As always when there was more going on than I understood, I sat tight and said nothing. The sweet, floral scent of angsana blossoms came through the open door.


‘Well?’ Wilson said. He tapped my shoulder and swept out his arm in an arc to show me the direction in which I should exit. I’d once watched an ang moh trying to teach a dog to fetch a stick with almost the same gestures. The dog, a Singapore Special, had ignored him. Having sniffed the stick before it was thrown and known it wasn’t edible, it sat and licked its backside instead.


I didn’t lick mine, but neither did I move out of the car.


‘Your girlfriend?’ Wilson said to Hakim. ‘Do something, will you? ‘


Do something? Wilson seemed unfamiliar with Singapore – at least with how Singapore pirate taxis worked. But his uneven skin colour, the spider veins on his nose and neck and red, scaly spots on his hands showed he’d been out east long enough to suffer from the equatorial sun.


Not long enough, however, to impress his fellow officials, as his lack of an official car and driver showed. At least he didn’t seem inclined to drag me physically out of the car.


But why was he heading to Bukit Batok or Upper Bukit Timah? There wasn’t much in the quarry district to interest an ang moh. I wondered whether someone was playing a trick on him. Ang mohs were fond of playing tricks, especially when they got drunk.


‘When he say “Wilson”, I thought you Indian,’ Hakim said. ‘You not Indian.’ He shook his head and reached to pull the door shut, as though the racial deception had been deliberate and was enough to forfeit the booking.


‘What did you say?’ I wanted to laugh at how shocked Mr Wilson looked. ‘You dare call me a dirty Indian? I’ll have your licence. I’ll have your job!’


Hakim wouldn’t have done that before the Occupation, but after you’ve seen Caucasians bowing to Asian kempetai you understand that white men are just men. For all their crazy cruelty, the Japanese had given us that. Ang mohs like Le Froy, Dr Leask, Harry Palin and Mrs Shankar had been in Singapore long enough to see themselves as local, not better than locals.


‘No licence, no job for you to take.’ Hakim put the car into first gear.


‘Stop! Your orders are to take me to the Bukit Timah fire station!’


I guessed Wilson was military or ex-military.


A gust of wind scattered a last few angsana blossoms over him. Wilson brushed the petals off his head and scraped a flower out of his collar, crushing it. Lovely as they are on the tree, their fragrance is strongest when crushed.


‘Orange blossom.’ Wilson sniffed his fingertips. ‘Smells like orange blossom. Fake, of course. Like everything else in this damned place.’


Hakim released the handbrake and revved the engine. ‘Who’s going to Bukit Timah fire station?’ he called out of his window, away from Wilson.


Wilson threw his briefcase into the front seat, climbed in after it and pulled the door shut behind him.


‘So why are you heading to Upper Bukit Timah?’ Wilson turned around to ask me, as the car moved off with a grinding of gears. I remained blank. ‘No speak-oo English-oo, eh?’


He seem not to mind that apparently I didn’t understand him. ‘There should be some way to make something of these trees out here. Find a way to make them last longer, put them to some use. There’s so much damned waste, that’s what I can’t stand. No one cares. Lazy locals, incompetent officials.’


I don’t think Wilson was listening to himself. He was one of those people more uncomfortable with silence than stupidity. I’d often wished angsana flowers lasted longer too, but never thought of making it a government issue.


‘Another race, another species . . . Of course I acknowledge intellect in other creatures. I once saw a pig in a circus they swore could count. If you tried to short-change her on apples she would grunt and snort and kick up an awful racket. But it turned out her handler was giving her signals all along. She was clever enough to grunt or not grunt, that was all. Her handler was using her to swindle fools in the audience.’


As we left the city, heading north-west down Bukit Timah Road, the landscape grew more rural. To our right I could see the primary forest that covered the granite heart of our island. Rubber, pineapple and mangosteen plantations and the attap huts the workers lived in edged the road. Many had been badly damaged by bombing during the invasion, but Nature recovers fast and sweet-potato vines, with bright blue to violet highlights from butterfly pea flowers, grew thick over the wrecked cars and ruined homes.


At the seventh milestone of Upper Bukit Timah Road, where Chun Tin Road and Jalan Jurong Kechil branched off, the Japanese had tried to create ‘Beauty World’ – an amusement park where Japanese propagandists for the ‘Greater East Asia Prosperity Sphere’ had held rallies and screened Japanese movies. Not surprisingly it had failed. All I saw as we drove past was a hotchpotch of zinc and attap-roofed shacks.


Even with Wilson talking to himself in the front seat, it felt more peaceful out here than it did in the city centre, where the land was increasingly crushed beneath housing and offices packed close together. And though it was not as developed as the residential east, the greenery and fresh air reminded me of the Singapore of my childhood. I remembered walking along goat trails, like the ones we were driving past now, muddy tracks that remained waterlogged for weeks during the annual monsoon. But this annual inconvenience had left rich silt that resulted in an abundance of vegetables and fruits.


The roads grew steadily worse after we left the modern macadam construction behind. The unsurfaced gravel was bumpy and made Hakim worry for his tyres and suspension as we passed streetlamps and telegraph poles that were still lying by the roadside. The power and water supply systems destroyed during the war were still being replaced.


Finally Hakim pulled to the side of the road and halted. ‘Here?’


We’d stopped not far beyond the eighth milestone of Bukit Timah. I knew where we were because we’d just passed the Amoy canning factory with its giant Green Spot bottle standing outside – it had been something to watch out for when I’d gone with Uncle Chen and Shen Shen on Chinese New Year visits to the Pangs.


‘Bukit Timah fire station.’ Hakim pointed.


‘Are you sure?’ Wilson said.


We were looking at two buildings. One was like offices, with a large garage or storehouse beside and a little behind it, wooden structures that were more like fire hazards than a fire station. A notice with the Crown Colony coat of arms read ‘Bukit Timah Fire Station, 260–276 Upper Bukit Timah Road. (Residences Under Construction)’.


It didn’t look as though the construction was ongoing. Behind the main buildings foundations had been laid, but the work had stopped long enough for the recent rains to have flooded the site. The residences, which were probably housing for the firemen and their families – how else would they get people willing to work out here? – wouldn’t be ready for a while.


Wilson got out, throwing a few coins onto the seat, then slamming the door. Hakim was collecting and counting them, so I watched as a tall, Indian-looking man opened the door to Wilson, who waved his arms and gestured towards the car. He was clearly complaining about how he’d been treated. I guessed it was the man at the fire station who’d hired Hakim.


I didn’t recognise him, but he stared at me in a way that made me think he knew me.


Satisfied, Hakim tooted his horn and waved out of the window as he drove off. Wilson ignored him, but the man from the fire station waved back. I’d been right about that, then. Hakim knew people everywhere.


‘Old friend,’ Hakim said, though I hadn’t asked.


I could relax. Now Wilson was gone, it was good to be moving fast in a motor-car outside the city.


Suddenly we swerved, then stopped so suddenly I was jerked into the back of the front seat and the bak zhang tumbled onto the floor. ‘Hakim? What happened?’


Two thin women in samfoos were in the middle of the road, holding each other and weeping. Hakim must have been driving at 30 m.p.h. at least but he’d manage to swerve to a stop without hitting them.


‘What are you doing in the middle of the road?’ Hakim’s voice showed how shaken he was. ‘Want to die? Go and die somewhere else. If you damage my car I will kill you! This is expensive car, okay! Miss Chen, where are you going?’


I thought I recognised them – the two Pang sisters – and had climbed out of the car to hurry to them. Though we’d been bumping into ruts and over stones I stepped out into mud and possibly worse, but I ignored it and focused on the moaning women. They held both of each other’s hands in a way that would have been comical if they hadn’t been so terrified.


‘Sissy? Girlie? What’s wrong? What happened? Are you all right?’ I spoke only basic Cantonese, but they caught their names and looked at me, blinking. ‘It’s Su Lin, Chen Su Lin, Chen Tai’s granddaughter.’


‘Su Lin! Come and help us!’ They each took one of my hands, pulling me into their circle.


‘Are you all right?’ I couldn’t see any injuries on them. ‘What happened?’


‘I should drive you to the house, Miss Chen.’ Hakim had followed me out of the car.


Sissy and Girlie looked at him suspiciously and edged me away from him.


‘It’s Mei Mei! You must come and help her!’


‘What’s happened to her?’


‘Please come and help Mei Mei! Quick!’


‘What happened? Where is she?’


‘Come!’


‘Where is she?’


‘At the Death Pool!’









The Body at the Death Pool


[image: Illustration]


The Death Pool was an old quarry that had been closed after several deaths due to rock-wall collapses. It had already been long abandoned when Danny Pang brought visiting children to the clearing where the old foreman’s shack stood. That was where, in the old days, the quarried rocks and gravel had been weighed and loaded onto lorries, but now it was just a rock plateau with three large trees at the edge of the huge pool of dark water.


Danny scared us with stories of men who’d died in the quarry. Then he’d hold us off balance over the edge, saying the ghosts were hungry and wanted our ang pows – the Chinese New Year red packets containing money that children were given for good luck. Most children meekly surrendered them: Danny had bullied for profit as well as for fun.


Once, when Mei Mei came to find out what was happening, because I refused to surrender my ang pows, Danny pushed her in. Luckily she managed to cling to the rocks at the edge and climb out. I remembered thinking how unfair it was that Pang Tai scolded Mei Mei rather than Danny, and Uncle Chen told me to keep quiet when I tried to protest.


Anyway, as I followed Sissy and Girlie up the winding lorry track that branched off from the road, I guessed where we were heading.


‘Is Danny up there? Is this one of his jokes?’ I asked.


‘No. Only Mei Mei is there,’ Sissy said. ‘Danny is at the number-four quarry.’


‘Mei Mei said don’t tell him,’ Girlie added.


‘Why?’


‘We’re not supposed to go up there, but then sometimes . . .’


‘Sometimes we have to go,’ Girlie added.


I’d not thought Danny Pang would be so protective. But maybe he’d changed. If you had three sisters living in semi-wilderness surrounded by quarry labourers you had to be careful.


Even before we reached the plateau I heard moaning. The girls pointed, ‘Mei Mei’s up there.’


The lorry track took the long way around, but the steep goat path on the right led directly up. Holding each other’s hands again, Sissy and Girlie clearly meant to stay where they were. All right. If Mei Mei was hurt, the shortcut could make all the difference. I hitched up my dress, wishing I’d worn something more practical, and started up the path.


The gravel on the slope was moss-covered and slippery. I slipped and landed on my knees more than once and wished I’d followed the road. Though I insisted childhood polio hadn’t handicapped me, it had left me unsuited to climbing slippery slopes with sharp gravel shards, thick roots and muddy slush. I was sweating and scratched when I finally stood on the plateau overlooking the Death Pool.


Somewhere a kingfisher was demanding, ‘Cake? Cake! Cake? Cake!’ A sweet fragrance came from the carpet of yellow surrounding the three old angsana trees. I’d forgotten how huge they were, at least ninety feet tall and five in diameter. They had a peaceful presence – until you saw two people beneath them . . . and the blood.


There was blood all over Mei Mei’s samfoo. She was keening softly, leaning over a man’s body covered with a scattering of yellow flowers. As I walked towards them, the smell of death was mixed with the fragrance of angsana. It wasn’t just for flowers that death comes suddenly.


‘Mei Mei!’


She jumped and looked terrified.


‘It’s Su Lin. Chen Tai’s granddaughter. Do you remember me?’


‘Su Lin?’


‘What happened? Are you hurt?’


Mei Mei shook her head. ‘I thought it was Stinky at first. I thought it was Stinky and he was dead.’


I squatted and looked at the body as I kept an eye on Mei Mei. As I told the police later, it was the body of a thin man who might have been Chinese or Malay. I wanted to make sure he was really dead and not in a faint, so I touched his neck. I jerked away in shock when I almost dislodged his head. What seemed a very fine line of red turned into a gaping raw wound. The front of his throat was cut almost to the bone. The man was definitely dead.


Mei Mei laughed. ‘I thought his head would drop off! I thought it was Stinky! I thought he was dead but he’s not!’


I wondered if she was in denial or had dementia. I lifted Mei Mei’s hands off the body, checking her for injuries. She didn’t seem hurt.


Of course she was in shock. Anyone would be. The bizarre wound reminded me of the old superstition that warned of demons hatching inside your body if you ate food stolen from prayer altars. Once the demons hatched, they exploded out of you, making you bleed from your mouth, ears and eyes . . . but nothing had exploded out of this man. Something had cut his throat from the outside.


Mei Mei had quietened and was watching me. There were bruises on her face and arms and I wondered if the dead man had caused them.


‘Do you know who this is?’ I asked.


Mei Mei nodded. ‘Ah Kok,’ she said. ‘I thought it was Stinky,’ she repeated. ‘I was sure it was Stinky!’ She started to laugh again. ‘It’s not funny. It’s not funny at all. It’s horrible. I don’t know why I’m laughing.’


‘Was he your boyfriend?’ I asked. ‘Did you come up here to meet him?’


‘No! No, not my boyfriend. Don’t say things like that!’ She seemed angered by my question, but the next moment she was laughing again. ‘Why does everybody think he’s my boyfriend? Why would I want a boyfriend? I’m going to live here and work for my mother for ever.’


I almost asked why she had come to meet the man up here if he wasn’t her boyfriend. Instead I realised the thing to do now was call the police and get Mei Mei away from there. It was a dangerous area, with the steep drop down to the rocks surrounding the Death Pool. I didn’t want the police to come and find two bodies.


‘Can you go back to the house and call the police?’ I said.


‘No, I can’t.’ Mei Mei shrank back from the body now, though she’d been holding it before. She looked as though she was going to throw up.


I dug into my cloth pouch and pulled out a paper packet of dried salt lime strips. ‘Take one,’ I ordered. ‘It will settle your stomach.’ Mei Mei refused, but I forced one into her palm, wincing at the blood and dirt there. She closed her fingers over it numbly. I had to move her hand to her mouth to get her to eat it. The blood on her fingers looked gruesome but she didn’t notice.


Dried salt limes are good for soothing you whether you’re coughing or thirsty or have just seen an almost decapitated body and need something to stop you throwing up. I stuffed a couple into my own mouth, grateful for the sour, salty shock. It helped to steady me.


I moved her away from the body, careful not to step on or dislodge anything that might be evidence. Mei Mei’s face and arms were bruised, the red of fresh injury. I wondered what had happened. Had she defended herself against the man and killed him? Had someone else caught them up here and attacked them? Was the killer still about?
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