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Part One


   
      
      One

      
      From the sky, a tiny blob of something fell and made a small whitish splatter on the front of the gleaming silver Mercedes,
         narrowly missing the bride and groom dolls perched on the nose amidst a froth of white and pink tulle. The chauffeur, Arasu,
         who had been patiently waiting for the last half-hour, got out and looked up to see a wildly fluttering dove in clumsy flight.
         Doves were lucky for weddings, shit was not. The luck and the shit cancelled each other out on the bridal car. The bride was
         beautiful, so much so that Arasu wanted to compliment her, being almost part of the family. But he held back. Later, he was
         to reveal to close friends, in a whisper, ‘She looked sad.’
      

      
      On her wedding day, on her way to church in the gleaming silver Mercedes 350 that drew admiring looks all the way down Pek
         Kiew Street and up MacGregor Road, Yin Ling felt an overwhelming sadness. It threatened to spill over in tears and spoil the
         meticulous makeup that had taken the beautician a full three hours that morning, at a cost of a cool five hundred dollars.
         The tears rose dangerously; in alarm, she beat them down and the expensive mascara and rouged cheeks were saved.
      

      
      But only for a while. The sadness would not go away. It had come many times in her life, but not as stubbornly. It swirled
         inside her, a turgid stream seeking release. She had to do something quickly, or it would rise again, flood her eyes, splatter her cheeks, melt the five-hundred-dollar makeup, reduce the glory of the bridal ensemble of chiffon veil, duchesse
         satin gown, satin shoes, lace gloves and lilies that had cost three thousand dollars to a grey shambles of crushed dreams.
      

      
      Concentration always did the trick. She focused her attention on the first object before her eyes: the bald patch at the back
         of the chauffeur’s head. Smooth and gleaming, like polished brass, it had at its centre a few very fine almost invisible hairs,
         which she now studied intently, noting how, paler and softer than baby down, they trembled in a current of air coming from
         somewhere. She watched them sway and dance. The tears receded. She was saved – for now.
      

      
      Her mother-in-law, who had insisted on accompanying her to church, had not noticed anything, fortunately. She was preoccupied
         with a full surveillance of the bridal gown. A perfectionist, she had efficiently divided the map of surveillance into precise
         grids for exhaustive checking, so that her sharp eyes, proceeding systematically from one square inch to the next, were able
         instantly to detect the smallest faults and her expert hands to effect the necessary correction. Thus, in quick succession,
         she saw a loose thread on the left sleeve, which she snipped off with the miniature scissors she always carried in her handbag,
         some specks of talcum powder near the neckline, which she deftly dusted off with her handkerchief, a hair caught in the fine
         lacework of the bridal glove, which she extricated.
      

      
      Her mother-in-law, who seldom paid compliments, said, ‘You are very beautiful today. I am not saying this because you are
         my daughter-in-law. Everyone knows Mrs Chee always speaks from the heart.’ She had picked up from somewhere the magisterial
         habit of referring to herself in the third person.
      

      
      She leant forward to speak impatiently to the chauffeur, who had turned on the car radio to catch a pre-election speech by
         some politician. ‘Arasu, turn that off,’ she said, and none other than the Founder of Modern Singapore, the great MTC, Mah
         Tiong Chin, known only by the awesome initials, was cut off in the middle of a sonorous denunciation of all those who would
         seek to harm the city-state: the Communists, the trade-union activists, the religious ultras, the racists, the subversives,
         the leader of the opposition, V. S. Ponnusamy.
      

      
      The cheek of the man. Turning on the radio for his own entertainment, in a bridal car. She would have to complain to her son,
         Vincent.
      

      
      A slave to her perfectionism, Mrs Chee had not slept all night, worrying about the smallest details of the wedding. At one
         point, she had got up to check that the longan tea, which was to be used for the tea ceremony after the church service, had been brewed properly by the maid. It was of
         the best quality, imported from Taiwan.
      

      
      And would Luan remember to use the red satin pouch for the receiving of the ang pows from the guests at the wedding dinner, instead of some ugly cash-box with a slit in the centre? Her sister tended to be forgetful.
         Really, the bride’s side should have offered to help in the preparations. But one could expect nothing from Yin Ling’s cold,
         uncommunicative mother. Oh, oh, not the ordinary red satin pouch but the one with the dragon embossed in gold thread. She
         must remember to tell Luan.
      

      
      Mrs Chee’s memory, ever efficient, stacked up this extra reminder. She took out of her handbag a small bottle of Tiger Balm,
         which she rubbed delicately on each temple. Then, with eyes tightly closed, she inhaled its soothing pungency. It was a small
         interruption only; soon she was back at her work of inspection.
      

      
      Only vaguely aware of the fussily adjusting fingers moving all over her, Yin Ling submitted meekly to the next stage of the
         checking process, which concerned the bridal jewels. She had no idea what had been put into her ear-lobes, round her neck,
         at her chest, wrists and on her fingers by her mother-in-law that morning; she had only a faint recollection of a tingling
         sensation as enormous, blindingly sparkling diamonds were snapped, clipped, clasped, pinned, slipped and hung on her. Someone
         had stood her in front of the mirror to see the overall effect. She remembered thinking, I look like a Christmas tree, but
         of course said nothing, not wanting to sound ungrateful. The jewels had been taken out of her mother-in-law’s deposit box
         in the bank vault only the day before, and would be duly returned, presumably after the gala wedding dinner at the Grand Winchester
         Hotel. For other occasions there were exact duplicates in paste, which could be worn freely and without fear, even on holiday.
      

      
      ‘You want a robber to rip off your ear-lobes or chop off your fingers for paste?’ Vincent had teased.

      
      ‘At least the real things will still be safe in the bank for posterity.’ She had laughed. It was a practice universal among
         the rich and bejewelled in Singapore. Mrs Chee, who had the pleasure of seeing her prized collection on display only rarely,
         maintained a dignified restraint, adjusting the huge dangling ear-rings only once, the enormous star-shaped pendant twice.
      

      
      If Yin Ling were to carry out her own surveillance of her wedding apparel, she might find something secretly sewn into the
         hem of the skirt – an amulet blessed by the priests of the Kek Lok Thong Temple, or a tiny roll of prayer paper conferring
         luck, health, prosperity, progeny, long life on the wedding couple. On her way to the Cathedral of the Divine Saviour for
         her wedding, she wore, hidden in her dress, the powers of ancient, pagan gods.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ her mother-in-law would be sure to say, with a quick laugh and a wave of the hand, if discovered and confronted,
         as had happened years ago when her son had located and ripped out a tiny jade amulet sewn into the seam of his trousers, on
         the day of his final-year university exams. Once powerful, Mrs Chee’s gods were now made to work in stealth, stitched into
         the clothes of the unsuspecting, ungrateful young. Her son, now waiting for them in the cathedral with Father da Costa, basking
         in the warm glow of joyous Christian hymns, might be pretending not to notice the small, hard lump in a corner of his suit
         pocket, the ancient gods’ promise of many sons. A god’s tear-drop. It did not matter, as the amulet, blessed by the temple
         priests, was prized by its intimate association with divinity.
      

      
      ‘My mother’s usual nonsense,’ was Vincent’s usual explanation. He spoke with the highest filial regard of his mother’s nonsense,
         for he was able to separate the pure gold of mother love from the dross of absurd traditions.
      

      
      False gods, true gods – Yin Ling would concentrate on anything to keep back those tears. For she discovered, to her dismay,
         that Arasu’s bald patch was losing its hold – and one by one, each alternative subject that came into her mind, soon fell
         away from it.
      

      
      Oh, Ben, Ben.
      

      
      In desperation, she looked away from her mother-in-law and out of the window. She saw a succession of images, increasingly
         blurred, for the tears were filling her eyes now – the Cathay cinema advertising some John Travolta movie, a McDonald’s restaurant
         crowded with boys and girls in white and brown school uniforms, a lifesize cut-out of the celebrated ‘Singapore Girl’, advertising
         Kodak films, with her radiant smile and demure batek sarong-and-blouse, a skinny, sunburnt trishawman trying to coax an oversized tourist in Hawaiian floral shirt and bermudas into his vehicle, a newly opened noodle bar, its front adorned by a row of congratulatory
         bouquets ostentatiously mounted on tripods, a shop sign in awful English – ‘Sale! Best bargain! Customer not satisfy, money
         will return!’ – a young woman in a black power suit and high heels, carrying a black leather briefcase, hurriedly crossing
         the road, a huge signboard with a picture of a lung in the last stages of cancer, a warning to smokers.
      

      
      The Mercedes glided past three young motorcyclists, each with a female pillion rider, all wearing identical glittery crash
         helmets, all with the air of excited expectancy at the start of a race. One of the happy pairs was likely to end up smashed
         on the road – the accident statistics were high for reckless motorcyclists. One of the pairs looked up, saw her peering through
         the car window, smiled, waved and shouted something – probably ‘Good luck!’ or ‘Congrats!’
      

      
      Now her mother-in-law saw. She said, frowning, ‘What’s the matter?’ A young girl about to marry Vincent Chee Wen Siong, who
         had been included among Singapore’s Fifty Most Eligible Bachelors by Lifestyle magazine and singled out for grooming in public service by the Minister for National Development – who was probably among
         the waiting guests in the cathedral – this young girl, who came from a family of low status, whose deceased father, a known
         gambler, once went to jail for his debts, whose mother was unfriendly and sour-faced, who had nothing to recommend her beyond
         a university degree and moderate beauty and who stood to inherit all those jewels now on loan, had no right to look unhappy
         on her wedding day. With a snort of pure pique, the future mother-in-law might even have been provoked to say, ‘It’s my Vincent
         who should be crying!’ or ‘It’s Mrs Chee who should look unhappy, I tell you!’
      

      
      Mrs Chee had known only a little about Yin Ling’s troubles of the preceding months, for as she often complained, ‘My son never tells me anything.’ But she knew enough to decide now,
         on their way to church, to deliver a bright, sharp little lecture to this new member of her family. ‘We have a good family
         name. When Vincent’s father was alive, he was one of the most respected members of the Chee clan. He was a personal friend
         of the late Sultan of Johor. His sister married the late Attorney-General. You are marrying into our family. Vincent has chosen
         you. I don’t know what happened, and I don’t want to know.’
      

      
      Of course she knew what had happened. She knew of the ang moh involved, for Mrs Chee kept her eyes and ears open at all times. If she had had her way, any girl who got involved with any
         of those white foreigners, with their drinking and womanising, would have been instantly eliminated as a potential daughter-in-law.
      

      
      ‘I leave it to my son to tell me what he wants,’ she said. ‘You young people have your problems, I have mine. All I want is
         for you to remember that, as Vincent’s wife, you have to preserve the good name of our family.’ She broke off and said irritably
         to the chauffeur, ‘Arasu, why are you taking this route?’ It had occurred to Arasu to take a different road to avoid the traffic
         jam that always formed along Orchard Road at this time of day and he had to take part of the blame for what happened next.
      

      
      The Mercedes was negotiating a narrow road called Hin Ngiap Lane that skirted one of the oldest housing estates in Singapore,
         soon to be redeveloped in a major upgrade of government property. The multi-storey block of flats stood in its present dereliction
         in the desolation of a children’s playground vandalised beyond all repair. Its inhabitants were mainly old and retired or
         young and embittered. There was an old metal rubbish skip, painted green, next to the playground, and near it a crowd had gathered, forming a circle to look at something on the ground. Their serious expressions, the quiet
         whispering among them, suggested a discovery of tragedy, their inaction that there was nothing to do but wait for the police
         to come. Meanwhile, they gazed with undisguised fascination at the dead body on the ground. A woman came running up to pull
         away a man, presumably her husband, clearly fearing messy involvement once the police arrived and started questioning witnesses.
      

      
      Mrs Chee said sharply, ‘Arasu, drive faster.’ Even the faintest glimpse of death was bad on a wedding day. When she had got
         married, thirty years ago, the car taking her and her husband to the photo studio for their bridal photograph had had to make
         a detour to avoid a funeral procession. She had heard the clashing of cymbals, the wail of trumpets, had caught sight of the
         huge, flower-and-banner-bedecked lorry carrying the coffin, but, fortunately, not of the coffin itself. Still, her mother
         had afterwards made her wash her face in water purified by prayers and flower petals.
      

      
      Mrs Chee said, ‘Arasu, I told you to drive faster.’

      
      Yin Ling leant forward and said, in a voice shaking with urgency, ‘Stop!’

      
      Arasu said, turning slightly, ‘Eh, madam? What?’

      
      Yin Ling made the puzzled Arasu stop.

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ gasped her mother-in-law, but Yin Ling was already out of the car making her way towards the crowd near
         the rubbish dump, holding up her long wedding dress with both gloved hands.
      

      
      An elderly man and a woman next to him were the first to notice her. They stared; the woman nudged her neighbour who also
         looked up. She was joined by two others, one of whom pointed and said something excitedly. In a short while, everyone in the
         crowd had shifted their attention from the body to the beautiful bride in their midst. A stunned silence fell as they fixed their eyes on her.
      

      
      Men in rough T-shirts, shorts and sandals, women in cotton blouses and trousers, an old man in a white singlet and faded pyjama
         bottoms, carrying his lunch in a brown paper packet tied with string and looped around two fingers, a child with a dribbling
         nose and a Mickey Mouse cap on his head all stared at her, in her bridal gown, her jewels sparkling, a visitor from the other
         side, who had succeeded in moving out of the dank, dismal flats into a gleaming new house with a garden. She merited more
         stares than the dead body on the ground. Half expecting to see a camera-toting television crew emerge, set up their equipment
         and bark instructions to the bride-model, they began to realise that this intrusion was real, not make-believe.
      

      
      Ignoring them, Yin Ling stood over the victim laid on a spread of newspapers. It was a tiny newborn baby, still with its umbilical
         cord attached, its face blue, its little naked body remarkably well formed. It lay peacefully in its crumpled nest of old
         newspapers, its head blocking out the smiling faces of George and Barbara Bush, its bottom a fiery speech by MTC to the Workers’
         Union, its tiny toes touching the beautiful face of a young model in a Triumph bra. An abandoned newborn, one of a number
         regularly left alive on doorsteps, at bus-stops, outside hospitals, or thrown down rubbish chutes or into garbage dumps, probably
         still alive at this point but not likely to survive cold, hunger, the impact of flung bottles, cans and boxes, the attack
         of scavenging cats and rats. Somebody must have found the baby, raised the alarm then laid it on the ground, afraid to do
         anything further while waiting for the police. A still alive baby would have been wrapped immediately in a warm towel and
         taken to hospital for compassionate attention; a dead baby merited only curious, pitying stares before being taken away by the police.
      

      
      Yin Ling stooped down and picked up the body. She held it in her arms, moving aside the enormous, star-shaped pendant to let
         it nestle, unobstructed, on her chest. A fly buzzed on its left eyelid, and she brushed it off. The crowd watched silently.
         If she had looked up then and asked questions – who found the baby, when, where, how? – they would have fidgeted, looked down,
         remained silent or slunk away.
      

      
      Yin Ling never looked up. She continued to hold the baby and look at it. She thought its mother was probably a frightened
         teenager, one of the hundreds of students or factory girls who had been made pregnant by boyfriends, strangers, fathers. She
         thought of sex: she had a vivid image of the precise moment of the baby’s conception, a moment of raw, brutal passion when
         a man, in the stealth of night, broke through his daughter’s resistance and small, fragile body, then got up, zipped his trousers,
         warned her not to tell anyone, and left the room. Reports of such brutality sometimes surfaced in the National Times. She saw the girl getting up, pulling her clothes tightly around her, going to the bathroom to wash out the red, searing
         pain. More sex – the man, meeting no resistance, came the night after and the night after that.
      

      
      Yin Ling held the baby, aware now that her overwhelming sadness was in some way connected with it and its desperate mother,
         its savage father. Suffer the little children: ironic use of the word. The dead baby in her arms proliferated into a hundred
         dead babies and living children who might have been better off dead, away from the crushing weight of pain and deprivation
         on their young years. She remembered a visit to a neighbouring country with Vincent and his mother only the year before, where
         dirty, skinny children with matted hair followed them everywhere. She remembered a hungry-looking little girl carrying a naked baby on her thin hip, both covered
         with sores. One of Vincent’s mother’s rings could convert into several years’ freedom from hunger for her and her baby brother.
         The arithmetic of guilt must have hit all three of them at once, for together they had flung handfuls of coins into the crowd
         before fleeing back to their hotel. She was the worst of them all because she had been the first to flee from the horror and
         the pity. Better off dead? She had seen the small son of one of Vincent’s cousins, replete with toys, cry miserably for a
         special fire engine that happened to be out of stock, and she had seen a magazine picture of a group of children in a war-torn
         neighbouring country all horribly maimed by landmines, happily kicking a football and smiling for the camera.
      

      
      She looked up for the first time at the circle of faces watching her and was aware that the sadness was connected with them
         too. The men in the rough T-shirts and dirty sandals – what sort of lives did they lead? The old man with his lunch dangling
         from his fingers – could he be the man she had read about in the newspapers some time ago, who had gone eagerly to China to
         find a young wife, and had come back, sad and bitter, cleaned out of his entire life’s savings? The old man would probably
         be dead in a few years, dragging his dream with him to the grave.
      

      
      She looked beyond the crowd, fixing her eyes on the decaying flats in the background, where men and women would continue to
         have sex, have children, have their children fulfil their dreams of moving out into the promised land of bright houses and
         condominiums and swimming-pools, have children who would turn out cold and callous, dashing their dreams, hurrying them towards
         that moment of fatal decision by the railings, that desperate plunge down ten storeys to the ground below. Those tall Housing Development Board buildings – what hadn’t they seen in their time? In her own block of flats,
         there had been two suicides: an old woman, suffering from cancer, had lit a last joss-stick to honour her gods before leaping
         from the twelfth floor; a fruit-seller whose wife had left him and their two small children threw down one child, then the
         second, before plunging to his own death, from the eighteenth.
      

      
      Birth, sex, life, death, betrayal, pain, hope. The gods brooding in the darkness of their shrines, temples, churches stopped
         their ears against the cries and said, ‘Don’t blame us.’ No longer an abstraction, no longer a topic for cosy discussion in
         a café or for the writing of clever poems in Yin Ling’s elegant, gold-embossed black notebook, the suffering poor came together
         in a shrieking coalescence and hit her hard, so that she had to steady herself and make sure she did not drop the baby.
      

      
      She heard shouts and turned to see her mother-in-law running towards her, panting and gasping, holding one shoe in her hand
         and waving it wildly so that the crowd moved out of range of its menacing power. But there was no menace, only fear. Mrs Chee
         had scrambled out of the car, broken into a run and tripped on the high heels newly bought for the wedding. One shoe had fallen
         off and she had picked it up and continued her run to reach her future daughter-in-law. Her fear centred on the Chee jewels:
         she had to prevent them being snatched off by the hostile crowd in the slummy area to which the girl – insanity of insanities
         – had exposed herself. All those diamonds from her safe-deposit box, in the midst of a hungry, rapacious, thieving crowd.
      

      
      Seeing the dead baby cradled against bridal white, Mrs Chee let out a scream. The fear, this time, was a greater one, rooted
         in the deepest core of a thousand-year-old tradition that required the living to respect the dead, but to avoid, at all cost, the taint of death’s touch, especially upon a bridal
         day.
      

      
      Mrs Chee dropped the shoe and rushed forward to prise bride from dead baby. Within a few inches of them, she stopped and backed
         off: she, too, must be protected from harm. She turned to face the parked Mercedes and shouted to Arasu to come and help.
         Only vaguely aware of the faces crowding in upon her, she screamed at her daughter-in-law to put the baby back where she had
         found it and get back to the car. Watching the girl lay the dead baby gently back on the newspapers, the long diamond ear-rings
         shaking with her movements, Mrs Chee was seized by a return of the first fear and started screaming again, for a quick return
         to the car to save the jewels. Overcome by both fears, she burst into tears.
      

      
      By that time, Arasu had come up. With admirable calm and cool efficiency, he waved away the still staring crowd and guided
         the two women back to the Mercedes, only pausing to pick up the shoe, which Mrs Chee had dropped in her confusion.
      

      
      Back in the car, Mrs Chee stopped crying, struck by the urgency of a need even greater than that of getting to the church
         in time and not keeping the Minister for National Development waiting. She would remember that day, the wedding day of her
         son, for the incredible demands made on her quick thinking to avert disaster. ‘You would never, never believe it,’ she was
         later to tell her friends. For she had seen the stain on the bridal gown, a small, pale smudge under the left breast. The
         blood of a dead child. ‘Arasu, drive straight to the Kek Lok Thong Temple. Tank Road. Quick.’ The temple was at least half
         an hour’s drive away.
      

      
      Arasu said, ‘But, madam—’ and was screamed down.

      
      Yin Ling, noticing the stain, began cleaning it off with saliva.

      
      Her mother-in-law said tersely, ‘It’s no use.’ These would be the only words she would speak to her daughter-in-law for the rest of the day. As for her son, she would wait for the wedding
         to be over to tell him of the day’s madness.
      

      
      Yin Ling had only a vague sensation of being driven along an unfamiliar route. She found herself thinking, in a calm, detached
         manner, of the anxiously waiting congregation in the cathedral, of Vincent looking repeatedly at his watch and apologising
         to the Minister for National Development, of her mother, in neat, prim cheongsam sitting in the front row, staring impassively ahead. She looked out of the window and read calmly the names of the roads
         they passed: Ransome Road, Yusuf Road, Ban Tong Avenue, Mulberry Lane, Empire Road. The ubiquitous Singapore Girl in her lovely
         sarong. A florist’s shop, embracing European chic by calling itself ‘De Flower Shop’. A row of grimy old pre-war shop-houses,
         about to be pulled down, one already reduced by fire to a skeleton of charred timbers. Old and new Singapore glided by, as
         she sat watching in her bridal car.
      

      
      A little girl with elaborate corn-row braids decorated with multi-coloured beads sitting in the back of a passing car, her
         nose pressed to the window, saw her and turned excitedly to tell a woman by her side. The woman held up the child’s arm in
         a friendly wave. Yin Ling waved back. She suddenly thought of Ah Heng Cheh, her faithful old servant, who was not allowed
         to attend the wedding in case her senility, more troublesome than a child’s restive naughtiness at a public ceremony, caused
         her to say or do strange things in front of guests. Ah Heng Cheh was probably asleep in her room at home, or praying to her
         god on his altar. Or she might simply be talking to him, as she had recently become accustomed to do.
      

      
      At the Kek Lok Thong Temple, her mother-in-law led her quickly to an altar, found a bowl of holy water and began to sprinkle her with it. She stood quietly, aware of a few staring faces, of a woman making deep bows before a black-faced deity,
         clasping in both hands an enormous bunch of lit joss-sticks that sent up clouds of acrid-smelling smoke. She felt a few drops
         of cold holy water touch her face, neck and arms. The evil emanations from the little corpse had been dispelled.
      

      
      She was ready once more to be driven to the Cathedral of the Divine Saviour for her wedding to Vincent.

      
      Oh, Ben, Ben.

   
      
      Two

      
      If, years later, after he had left Singapore and returned to his job as a lecturer at Berkeley, Ben Gallagher had been asked
         where he and Yin Ling had first noticed each other, he might have got both the place and the date wrong. She would remember
         precise details – a Sunday evening in February 1984, exactly a year before her wedding, at the Monckton Food Park, in the
         seafood section. Exactly three seafood stalls – ‘Ah Meng Lobster’, ‘Monckton Best Seafood’ and ‘Best Good Luck Hairy Crab’
         – had stood between them. The Monckton food-sellers were renowned for harassing customers, overcharging, making rude remarks:
         that Sunday a durian seller and his assistants had formed a menacing ring round a couple who had smelt and prodded the fruit
         without intending to buy it, and the steamed-crayfish-seller had presented such an enormous bill to a group of Japanese tourists
         that they overcame both shock and innate politeness to question and argue.
      

      
      When the government’s courtesy campaign moved on to target rude shopkeepers and hawkers – surveys had shown that tourists
         invariably ranked courteous service among the top three things they looked for – the Monckton Food Park was at the top of
         the list. Yet the place unfailingly drew tourists and locals alike, its celebrated steamed lobster and chilli crab, satay,
         oyster omelette and roti prata known as far away as New York, Amsterdam and Tokyo.
      

      
      Vincent was cutting up roasted pork for old Ah Heng Cheh, whose few remaining teeth could no longer manage meat but who rebelled,
         like a child, against her regular diet of rice porridge. His mother was sitting opposite them, and he directed her attention,
         without looking up from the pork, to a table some distance away, where a young, tanned, long-haired girl in daring blouse
         and daring tight trousers stood smiling and talking to a blue-eyed, brown-haired, bearded man, presumably a tourist, in a
         loud Hawaiian shirt and shorts, who was eating chilli crab with his hands.
      

      
      Monckton Food Park discouraged soliciting but could do nothing about it. As soon as the city lights went up, the girls poured
         out from nobody knew where and hung around in the open-air eating places and bars where tourists and expatriates would be
         found. They were young, mobile and fluent in English, and displayed a fine selectivity: they had no time for the local men,
         thank you very much, with their gauche ways, their pretentious Rolex watches, massive jade rings and toothpicks dangling vulgarly
         from their lips, and whose rough Hokkien accent reduced the English language to a mish-mash of unintelligible sounds. The
         girls, young, pretty, sophisticated, wearing mini-skirts and tank tops and carrying Gucci bags, disdained to be even remotely
         associated with the tired, jaded, non-English-speaking women in the famous Desker Road, Little India and Geylang districts,
         who received, alike, businessmen coming in stealth in their Mercedes-Benzes, and construction workers with the grime still
         on their clothes and in their fingernails. There were two distinct classes of working females in Singapore, each with its
         own distinctive clientele.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ said Vincent, as slips of paper, bearing phone numbers, passed between the long-haired girl and the bearded man. But,
         still laughing, she was already leaving the table and he had resumed eating.
      

      
      Mrs Chee said severely, ‘That’s why we’re having more and more of it in Singapore.’ Herpes. Gonorrhoea. And now Aids. The
         government issued warning statistics, warning posters flashed on TV and movie screens. But Mrs Chee spoke with the detachment
         of one whose world was far removed from that of disease-carrying girls and easy tourists. She watched her son meticulously
         cutting up the roasted pork for old Ah Heng Cheh. His solicitousness for any other would have aroused maternal jealousy, but
         for an old servant who belonged to another family it merited rebuke. Mrs Chee said, with a sharp little laugh, ‘Vincent, you
         never do that for your mother.’
      

      
      ‘You have all your teeth intact, Mother,’ said Vincent, and proceeded to shake some sauce and pepper on to the cut pieces,
         exactly as the Old One liked it. Yin Ling thought, If I could love him for nothing else, I would love him for this. Not even
         her own family had shown this kind of attention to a much-loved servant, long past her years of service. Yin Ling’s mother
         and brother had already said, ‘After your marriage, we should think of putting her in a home.’ Ah Heng Cheh had begun to give
         a lot of trouble in her old age. As each year came round, everyone expressed surprise that she was still alive.
      

      
      Vincent turned to Yin Ling and said, ‘Watch,’ the object this time being much more respectable. The Minister for National
         Development in a casual batek shirt was leaving the food park with his wife and two daughters after a meal. He turned, saw Vincent and actually came over,
         his family following. He was a gracious man.
      

      
      ‘You were the president of the Students’ Union, some years ago, weren’t you?’ he said, shaking Vincent’s hand. ‘I saw you
         on TV. I recognised you at once.’ Vincent told him he was at present doing a Ph.D.
      

      
      ‘Good! Good!’ said the Minister affably.
      

      
      ‘This is Yin Ling, my fiancée,’ said Vincent proudly, putting an arm around her shoulder. ‘She’s doing a master’s course in
         linguistics.’ A couple at a nearby table heard and looked up, impressed.
      

      
      ‘Good! Good!’ said the Minister again.

      
      He included Mrs Chee, Ah Heng Cheh and Yin Ling in his broad smile, also the admiring couple at the nearby table who had recognised
         him, and then he was gone. Yin Ling saw the flush of pleasure on Vincent’s face. His mother said, ‘What a nice man. Not arrogant
         like some of them,’ thinking of MTC who was the most arrogant of all. The flush spread to Vincent’s neck and ears. Others
         reddened with embarrassment, Vincent with joy.
      

      
      Slim and trim, he expressed joy in eating and seeing others eat. He ordered liberally, and soon the table was crowded with
         plates, bowls, tureens of hot, steaming, delicious-smelling food.
      

      
      ‘Too much, too much,’ complained his mother, but he continued to summon the stall attendants with more orders. Every time
         they went out to eat, she brought home packets of left-over food.
      

      
      The chilli crab was a must. It came in a huge platter, the crab claws thoughtfully pre-broken so that one just had to use
         one’s fingers to pull out the luscious meat, then clean them in small bowls of hot water freshened with cut lime. The crab
         came in a generous smothering of the famous chilli-garlic-egg-white sauce, and was so tasty that every bit was soaked up by
         small squares of white bread provided for that purpose.
      

      
      Monckton Food Park had managed to get its chilli crab into the brochures that the Tourist Promotion Board disseminated worldwide.
         ‘Monckton Food Park,’ said the American tourists invariably to their tour guides, pointing to the brochures. ‘And what’s a hairy crab? Four Organs Soup?’
      

      
      Vincent said, still flushed with pleasure, ‘Ling, shall I order some to take back to your mother?’ Yin Ling’s mother steadfastly
         but politely turned down all invitations to join in the happy food outings, disliking the very sight of Mrs Chee, the very
         sound of her voice.
      

      
      Vincent ordered chilli crab for his future mother-in-law. His love for his fiancée overflowed in generosity towards everyone
         connected with her. Women could love, truly and deeply, from gratitude alone. She thought, How good he is to me, his generosity
         the greater for his daring to defy his formidable mother, who was already compressing and twisting her lips, and looking this
         way and that, a sure sign of her displeasure.
      

      
      He left to get Yin Ling’s favourite popiah, at the far end of the food park, before it sold out. When he returned, his mother said, ‘You will have no time for your
         own dinner if you keep looking after other people.’ But there was one more person to see to – herself. Vincent practically
         quarrelled with the laksa seller for forgetting to put in the mint leaves without which she could never eat laksa.
      

      
      Beaming with contentment, Vincent surveyed the three women in his life, whom he had so conscientiously looked after – his
         mother, his fiancée and his fiancée’s old servant, whom he had promised to take care of after their marriage. He gave his
         fiancée’s hand an affectionate, surreptitious squeeze under the table. She smiled at him.
      

      
      A child of about eight or nine, with a serious adult face, came to their table. Hovering in the background, looking on nervously,
         was a thin, sickly-looking woman, probably his mother. The boy had some small sheets of paper in his hand. No, he was not
         selling lottery tickets. No, he was not selling anything. Vincent, who invariably shook his head in vigorous dismissal at any approaching vendor, was prepared to hear what the serious-faced child had to say. In a monotone, the boy
         proposed a game and explained the rules, probably for the tenth time that evening, for the hundredth time in his self-appointed
         role of family breadwinner, extracting money from rich Singaporeans and tourists to support his sickly mother and possibly
         a brood of younger siblings. The sheet of paper showed crudely drawn lines for the game of noughts and crosses. If Vincent
         won, he would get two dollars. If he lost, he would have to pay only one. The boy, his thin, sharp little face devoid of expression,
         waited for an answer.
      

      
      ‘Think of the psychological ingenuity,’ said Vincent, highly impressed, to Yin Ling. ‘Who would want to win money off an urchin
         like this? He must be making tons of money every night.’ He surveyed the urchin’s shorts, skilfully tattered for the occasion,
         the T-shirt cleverly oversized, falling over one shoulder. ‘With even half that ingenuity he would do excellently at school.’
         He turned back to the boy and said, ‘Are you at school? What’s your name? Do your parents know what you’re doing?’
      

      
      The boy who, all this while, had been holding out his hand with the noughts and crosses sheet, abruptly withdrew it and shot
         off, nimble as a monkey. They next saw him at the table of two elderly ladies still in their tourist sunhats. One of the ladies
         had obligingly begun the game. The boy stood beside her, watching intently.
      

      
      ‘It’s outrageous,’ said Vincent, ‘that we do not have compulsory education in Singapore. Our MPs should be debating this in
         Parliament. One of these days, if …’ He always expressed his ambition modestly, with a conditional, in an unfinished sentence.
         A hundred issues of national interest, particularly those related to education and caring of the elderly, buzzed around in
         his head, but they could wait.
      

      
      A woman with matted hair and smelly clothes came up. Begging was not allowed. The woman asked for a dollar for her son who,
         she said, had just had an operation. Mrs Chee said, ‘One can’t eat in peace here.’
      

      
      Vincent said, not looking at the woman, who was boldly thrusting forward an upward-facing palm, ‘Begging is not allowed.’
         When he was president of the Singapore University Students’ Union some years ago, he had regularly organised fund-raising
         events for at least a dozen charities, one of which picked up such vagrants and took care of them. He added to Yin Ling, ‘Don’t.
         It will only encourage begging,’ but was too late to prevent her slipping some money to the woman. Despite her bleary eyes,
         Ah Heng Cheh saw, said something incomprehensible and chuckled. ‘You could write a poem about her, you know,’ said Vincent
         smiling. Yin Ling hid her poems from him but, as her fiancé, claiming entitlement to her body, mind and soul, he searched
         out the precious notebook of her most private thoughts, and when caught leafing through it, assumed a casual air and continued
         reading for a calculated few more seconds before tossing the book aside with studied ease. Yin Ling looked down, pained. He
         saw, and was contrite. ‘Sorry,’ he said, and gave her hand another affectionate squeeze.
      

      
      It was Mrs Chee’s turn to say, ‘Look.’ There was a commotion going on at a table some distance away. The occupants seemed
         to be quarrelling, waving angry fists, shouting at each other. At a closer look, the scene resolved into two confronting parties,
         unmatched in numbers: on one side was a crowd, comprising a man and woman, their three young sons and an elderly woman, and
         on the other, the single adversary, a dark-skinned girl, in T-shirt and sandals, clearly the Filipino maid. The couple and
         the maid were shouting at each other, standing over what appeared to be an abruptly terminated meal of rice and noodles. The man raised his hand and the maid screamed. Later, in court, the man would
         say that he never touched her, he was only threatening her because she was shouting abuse at him in front of so many people.
         Suddenly the girl broke away and the man dashed after her, followed by his wife, while the rest of the family stood huddled
         together, watching tensely.
      

      
      An empty Coca-Cola bottle fell to the floor and smashed, causing someone to give a little scream, and it was at this point
         that some of the onlookers, fearing trouble, hurriedly gathered up their things and left, while others decided to stay to
         watch what promised to be a tantalising after-dinner diversion.
      

      
      The girl, screaming, dashed hither and thither, chased by the man. She ran to a table where two couples sat, and sobbed out
         to them, ‘Help me!’ Sensing trouble, the two men and two women looked away, intensely uncomfortable. The men gestured to the
         women to get away first, which they did, gathering up their handbags and shopping, looking away from the pleading maid. They
         were joined by more people hurrying away. The tables around the maid were soon emptied of their occupants.
      

      
      Vincent said, ‘Let’s go,’ and helped Ah Heng Cheh up. The old servant protested that she had not finished eating. ‘Let’s go,’
         he repeated, for Yin Ling was staring at the girl, now on her knees, clinging to the leg of the bearded foreigner in the Hawaiian
         shirt. Vincent said, ‘What are you looking at? Let’s leave,’ but Yin Ling would not move.
      

      
      The girl’s accusations against her employer came out in sobbing fragments – ‘Sir … slapped me … Mam hit me … iron … the dog
         …’
      

      
      By this time, the pursuing man had caught up with her. His face taut with fury, his fists clenched, he said, ‘You come home this minute,’ at which she let out a shriek and clung more tightly to the bearded man’s leg.
      

      
      The bearded man raised her to her feet. ‘What on earth—’ he said.

      
      The employer, ignoring him and livid with rage, said to the girl, ‘I’m taking you to the police station now. You can say whatever
         you like. I’m making a report. Then I’m putting you on the next flight home. You can collect your salary from your agency
         at Wellington Street. You are a thief, and an immoral woman.’ He said this loudly, for the benefit of those looking on. By
         this time his wife had come up, and said, ‘She stole my mother-in-law’s gold bracelet!’ She felt it incumbent on herself to
         explain further and turned to address the onlookers. ‘We even took her out with us to eat in restaurants—’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t … They beat me, locked me in,’ howled the maid, pressing herself against the bearded man, like a frightened child.
         Then she bent her head, her long thick hair covering her face like a black curtain, and stood very still. ‘Sir, I don’t want
         to go. Don’t let them, sir … please.’
      

      
      ‘What’s going on?’ said the bearded man. ‘The girl’s clearly in distress—’

      
      ‘You stay out of this,’ said the employer belligerently, addressing him for the first time. ‘You foreigners think you’re so
         high and mighty!’
      

      
      His wife repeated, ‘You foreigners!’

      
      ‘Wait a minute!’ said the bearded man.

      
      ‘Ling, I said to go,’ said Vincent and pulled her away. Yin Ling continued to stare. She saw the employer and the bearded
         man now facing each other and shouting.
      

      
      ‘You foreigners think you can interfere!’

      
      ‘You’re a bully and a bastard!’

      
      ‘You foreigners are shit!’

      
      ‘What’s the matter with you?’ This time Vincent showed his annoyance. His good mood was gone. As she walked away with him, she turned quickly to have a last look, and saw, with a start,
         the bearded man looking at her. Perhaps it was the intensity of her gaze that had drawn his: right in the midst of a brewing
         storm, when all his energies should have been mobilised for fight or flight, the man had suddenly turned to stare at her.
         She had a glimpse, as Vincent hurried her away, of his return to the fight. He had a protective arm around the frightened
         girl and was saying loudly, ‘I’m prepared to testify in court.’
      

      
      There had been moments in her life when a secret thought became a fervent wish that became desperate longing. Inexplicably,
         she longed to see this man again.
      

      
      Inside the car, on the way home, Vincent began to talk about the encounter with the Minister for National Development, in
         a return of good spirits. His mother chose to talk about troublesome maids and foreign visitors.
      

      
      If only, Yin Ling thought. The longing had become almost palpable and that night would enlarge the moment at which their eyes
         had met.
      

      
      Years later, she remembered to ask him if he had testified. For she did not remember reading about the case in the papers.

      
      But he was not interested in talking about the maid. Turning to face her and drawing up her hands to lay them against the
         prickliest part of his beard, a peculiar prelude to tenderness, he said, ‘Let’s talk about you.’
      

      
      She said, ‘There’s nothing to say about me. Let’s talk about Ah Heng Cheh.’ He was not interested in Ah Heng Cheh either.
         By now his face was pressed on hers, his arms strongly, warmly wrapping her. She remonstrated, half laughing, aware of the
         impending danger but loving him. ‘Ben, she’s kept herself alive so far. She may not last much longer.’ Her love for this man, overpowering, perilous, needed to steady itself against some noble purpose: ‘We have to help Ah Heng Cheh fulfil
         her dream.’
      

   
      
      Three

      
      Ah Heng Cheh had a dream. In it, as usual, she was on a long journey, walking along one deserted track after another in unknown
         country. Her feet were blistered and one track continued to lead to another with no end in sight. No houses, no people. A
         child in the distance, a stray dog, even a bird in the sky would have been comforting. It was truly forsaken country. A wind
         arose, causing her blouse to flap around her. It even loosened the neat knot of hair at the back of her head, so that she
         had to pause to redo it. On and on she trudged, cradling in her arms the small statue of her beloved god, wrapped respectfully
         in a piece of soft red satin.
      

      
      Finally, she saw something that made her heart beat with gladness. It was a gate at the end of a track. The gatekeeper, an
         old man with a long white beard and very bushy white eyebrows, asked, ‘Old Mother, where are you going?’
      

      
      She said, ‘To find the home of my god-with-no-home. I’ve been trying to do this for fifty years. Can you help me?’

      
      The old man said, ‘Have you any money?’

      
      She brought some out of a deep pocket inside her blouse, but it was the wrong money, being that of living people. The old
         man, looking at the small pile of notes and coins lying on her palm, shook his head. ‘You’ll have to go back, Old Mother.’
      

      
      ‘But I have come such a long way!’

      
      ‘There’s nothing I can do, Old Mother.’
      

      
      She turned sadly to begin the long journey back. She had failed her god again. He would continue to pine to go home. Disappointed
         gods, like children, broke into tears. She gently lifted a corner of the satin wrapping and saw a large one rolling down his
         face. It made her want to cry too. ‘Don’t cry,’ she said. ‘I always keep my promises. You have served me so well in your time.
         This is the least I can do for you.’
      

      
      Ah Heng Cheh told her dreams only to Yin Ling, for no one else would listen. She told stories of her little god, of his many
         acts of kindness, but of where he came from, she knew nothing. In her old age, she asked urgently, ‘Who will help me return
         my god to his home?’
      

      
      In her old age, her tales of her god became more and more outrageous. As a young girl in China, she had gone one day to get
         some firewood from a forest, and was returning when a bolt of lightning appeared in the sky and chased her, until it was beaten
         back by her god. On another occasion, a demon from the First Court of Hell appeared and terrorised their village. ‘Help us,’
         she said to her god, and he instantly vanquished the demon. Again and again, the grinning, snub-nosed god, with no power but
         kindness in his heart, saved them from evil. But now he was getting old and tired, and wanted to go home.
      

      
      Yin Ling, studying late into the night, going through her lecture notes, working on course assignments, would see Ah Heng
         Cheh standing by the door, unable to sleep and, like a fretful child, needing the comfort of attention. The young whispered
         among themselves about the smells emanating from old bodies, intimations of mortality, ineradicable by soap or shampoo; Ah
         Heng Cheh, sleepless at night and wandering around, smelt. Yin Ling’s mother had said several times to her, ‘Do something
         about it. You’re the only one she listens to.’
      

      
      Her brother Kwan had said, ‘It’s the joss-sticks. A dry and musky smell. Not too unpleasant once you get used to it.’
      

      
      Tales, tales! How ardently Ah Heng Cheh told them. Yin Ling’s favourite story concerned herself as a child, not the strange
         gods that inhabited Ah Heng Cheh’s world. When she and Kwan were young children – she must have been six, Kwan nine – their
         grandfather died. At his funeral when all the members of his family, even down to little children, had to shed tears as a
         sign of respect, she and Kwan, in deep mourning black, were engaged in a private game that made them giggle softly. There
         they were, two disrespectful children, delving into each other’s pockets, pressing their hands on their mouths in a delicious
         conspiracy of secret merriment. Ah Heng Cheh’s sharp eyes saw their inappropriately happy faces, her sharp ears caught the
         obscene sounds of the suppressed laughter. She descended on them with fury, pinching their arms and legs with such energy
         that they began howling. ‘That’s better,’ she said grimly.
      

      
      Ah Heng Cheh remembered the incident well. ‘You and your brother were black and blue all over,’ she chuckled. In primary school,
         at the Convent of St Elizabeth, at the age of eight, Yin Ling wrote about the incident and titled her composition ‘Real Tears
         at a Funeral’. Her teacher, Sister Josephine, was so delighted that she made her read it out loud to the whole class.
      

      
      Kwan said, ‘I remember. I don’t think it was funny at all.’ He, too, had been taken care of from birth by Ah Heng Cheh. Although
         he did not care for Ah Heng Cheh’s tales, he had become puzzled by her obsession with her god, and had come up with several
         theories concerning the origin of the statue. Its slightly deformed body – one shoulder higher than the other, one arm shorter
         than the other – its bulging forehead, snub nose and friendly grin demonstrated that it was not the statue of a high-ranking god. Ah Heng Cheh’s god did not belong to the pantheon of exalted, ferocious warrior
         and emperor gods who were regularly worshipped in the major temples amidst giant joss-sticks in golden urns, and whose feasts
         were celebrated with great pomp and devotion. These gods rode across the skies and threw lightning bolts. Ah Heng Cheh’s god
         of no status and no home probably came low in the divine hierarchy and claimed no temple, shrine or festival of his own. Another
         possibility, of course, was that he was not a god at all. A monk, perhaps, a philosopher, a historical character, even a minor
         player – a clown? the village idiot? – in some long-ago opera in Ah Heng Cheh’s ancestral village in China, whom she had promoted
         to a god.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ said Kwan. ‘Just look at these pictures.’

      
      Out of curiosity, he had gone to the National Library to look for books on Chinese gods and deities. His Christianity forbade
         any contact with the dark world of ancestors that should have been renounced long ago, but his curiosity prevailed. Upon his
         marriage to a devout Christian, he had duly converted, and now retained only an occasional academic interest in the religion
         of his forebears. The most exhaustively researched tome yielded picture after picture of angry-faced, powerful gods, serenely
         smiling gods, gods who took on the likenesses of animals, gods with severely distorted features such as enormous barrel bellies
         or massively domed foreheads, gods decked out in the most magnificent costumes, gods who wore only simple rough robes and
         sandals, gods with bushes for beards, gods with the round, smooth, pure faces of children. There was no picture even remotely
         resembling Ah Heng Cheh’s god. Kwan said, ‘I don’t remember ever seeing the statue, as a child. And we used to open Ah Heng
         Cheh’s trunk, to rummage among her things, just to annoy her. Do you remember anything?’
      

      
      There was an occasion, Yin Ling vaguely recollected, when she had seen the statue, wrapped in white paper, in a corner of
         Ah Heng Cheh’s cupboard, among her clothes. She had been about to touch it when Ah Heng Cheh slapped her hand.
      

      
      Kwan said, ‘What a laugh. Our lives turned upside down by an old servant’s obsession with a god that isn’t.’ He meant his
         mother’s life, for he was living a convenient distance away in an apartment in a new condominium, worlds removed from the
         small, cramped, government-subsidised HDB flat that he had shared with his mother and sister before his marriage. It would
         always be the greatest source of pleasure to him that through hard work, shrewd investments and a good marriage to a woman
         from a wealthy family, in roughly that order of importance, he had bought at the age of thirty-one an apartment in a condominium
         that could only increase in value. From the comfort of his new home, Kwan felt great pity for his mother, burdened with an
         old servant who had crazy dreams and who had lived too long.
      

      
      Now and again, he brought up the possibility of Ah Heng Cheh following Yin Ling to that big bungalow in Rochester Park upon
         her marriage to Vincent. Vincent’s love for her might prevail over any aversion that his mother – spoilt, arrogant, fastidious
         – would most certainly have to Ah Heng Cheh. After all, the big house in Rochester Park had many rooms. That, thought Kwan
         wistfully, would end his poor mother’s agony. For agony it had become. Their mother, who had reverted to her maiden name of
         Alice Fong when their father’s death had forced her to take a job as a clerk in a small company, could have borne, with patience,
         both the forgetfulness and the touchiness as that measure of gratitude due to an old servant who had served the family faithfully
         for generations. Ah Heng Cheh, as a young woman, had assisted the midwife at Alice Fong’s birth, had brought her up because
         her mother was always ill, seen her get married and then gone on to bring up her two children when she had to go to work.
      

      
      ‘You are very good to an old servant,’ her neighbours said to Alice Fong. The grateful employed servants to look after their
         old servants; the ungrateful put them in squalid old people’s homes.
      

      
      ‘She served us well so we will do our duty towards her,’ said Alice Fong, with cold precision. In the same tone, she might
         have said, ‘I married. It was my duty to have children so I bore a son and a daughter.’ Her form of Christianity, different
         from her son’s, emphasised the sacrosanct quality of sacrifice and duty. She brought to it her own special brand of joylessness,
         which would see the coming marriage of her daughter to Vincent Chee Wen Siong, already stirring excitement and envy in both
         her daughter’s friends and their mothers, as one more duty discharged.
      

      
      When Kwan’s son was born, she made the correct, dutiful hospital visit and gave a generous ang pow on the occasion of the child’s First Month celebration, then shrank back into the quiet, dull world of her work as a clerk
         and as a devoted helper in her church’s activities. It was the same for Kwan’s second child. Alice Fong shrank from small
         children’s rough touch and noisy laughter. Her two grandchildren had learnt to tiptoe quietly around her, to say, ‘Thank you,’
         politely for her ang pows, then pass them on to their mother as useless gifts not worth keeping. They would look around timidly to make sure their
         grandmother had not seen.
      

      
      ‘You have gone beyond your duty in your patience,’ her neighbours said, for everybody could see that Ah Heng Cheh was giving
         a lot of trouble in her old age. For instance, on the evening after their return home from the Monckton Food Park, after Vincent
         had so kindly cut up the roasted pork for her, she complained, as soon as she sat down on her bed and began to fan herself, that she was hungry because nobody had given her anything to eat.
      

      
      Alice Fong said, with weary exasperation, ‘You’ve just come back from your dinner.’ She might have saved herself the trouble
         of a response. The Old One’s forgetfulness made her ask whether lunch or dinner was ready only minutes after her bowl, spoon
         and chopsticks had been cleared away, and about when she would be taken to the Buan Ki Temple only half an hour after she
         had been brought back, with the smell of the afternoon heat and joss-stick smoke still on her clothes.
      

      
      It was pitiful – a frightened old woman trying to negotiate the gaping holes, left by memory’s collapse, along the road of
         each day’s existence. Sometimes she fell in and had to be pulled up from danger, as when the Filipino maid Romualda – kindly
         employed by Vincent at his own expense – saw her shaking into her palm some pills from a bottle that the doctor had prescribed
         for a stomach ailment only minutes after she had been given the daily dose. The maid uttered a little scream of alarm, dashed
         forward and was in time to prevent an overdose. Thereafter Alice Fong placed the bottle on the topmost shelf of the kitchen
         cabinet, well out of the Old One’s reach. A restive child was less troublesome because it could be scolded and punished.
      

      
      Ah Heng Cheh liked to go out on her own – her legs were still strong and her eyesight good – but either she forgot where the
         lift was or, having taken it to go down the twelve floors, forgot the correct turning to reach the market and the stall that
         sold her favourite bean-paste buns. Romualda’s chief duty was to accompany her each time, but the strong-willed, independent
         old woman had eluded her many times and slipped out on her own.
      

      
      ‘Mam,’ Romualda had said, in tears, ‘she was right in the middle of the road. I tried to drag her away. She refused.’ Two
         cars had screeched to an angry halt; only the deference due to grey hair had prevented the drivers shouting abuse. But one
         had vented his anger on Romualda, shaking a fist at her as she led the Old One away.
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