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Author’s note
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I remember several rambutan trees in my grandfather’s garden and have happy memories of harvest time – which came all year round.


But these were all red rambutans and when bunches of yellow rambutans were bought or gifted they were always considered special. The thin yellow peels covered with light green hairs were carefully set aside to be dried to be used against fevers, upset stomachs and worms.
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Bad Luck Visitors
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‘Hello! Small Boss Chen! Hello! Small Boss Chen!’ It was a man’s voice coming from the front porch of the house. ‘Sorry to disturb, Small Boss Chen! Hello!’


The front doors of Chen Mansion were closed and locked because it was 4 February 1946, the Third Day of the Chinese New Year.


This was the first Chinese New Year since the Japanese Occupation had ended and the first two days had been hectic with visitors allowed for the first time in two years. Food was still in short supply but everyone scraped together what they could.


To add to the confusion, Uncle Chen’s wife, Shen Shen, had insisted all our servants be sent home to spend the entire fifteen days of Chinese New Year with their families. Shen Shen had grown up in a rural area with little public transport, like most of the servants, and I thought it very good of her to think of them.


Of course Ah Ma had argued: ‘This is how it’s always been, what! And on the first two days we’re going to have so many visitors. How will we manage with no servants?’


In the end Ah Ma agreed. I suspect she was glad Shen Shen was standing up to her more. People who say only nice things to your face might be aiming daggers at your back.


Of course, with no servants around, we the family had had to serve our visitors ourselves. Those who came to pay their respects might have felt uncomfortable being offered tea by Small Boss Chen, but Uncle Chen got into it, pressing them to eat more, drink more, to stay for a game of mahjong or join him for a smoke on the porch. He was the life and soul of the party, and I saw the man he’d been before his Japanese detention returning. If Shen Shen had anticipated this, she was brighter than any of us gave her credit for.


And then we’d all come down with sickness. I suspected we’d been poisoned by something made from a carefully hoarded can of imported luncheon meat or sausages.


Even if it hadn’t been the Third Day we were in no shape to receive visitors.


In Singapore, you don’t have to be Chinese to know that Third Day visits are pantang, as my grandmother would say. It’s a Malay word that sums up Chinese fears of triggering bad luck better than any Chinese word can. The Third Day is reserved for visiting ancestral graves, meaning any spirits you encounter feel justified in tagging along with you wherever you go – and settling there.


In the pre-war days my grandmother, Chen Tai, had been so concerned about pantang that any servants returning from family funerals had had to go through an elaborate washing ritual before they were allowed into the house. She’d only relaxed during the Occupation when Japanese soldiers proved more deadly than jealous spirits.


The Year of the Fire Dog couldn’t have started worse for us.


I’d spent most of last night throwing up and I’d heard Shen Shen doing the same. We were the lucky ones. I was more exhausted than sick now. Thanks to my sensitive stomach, I doubted there was anything left inside me to do me harm.


Uncle Chen and Ah Ma were the worst hit. They were so weak and groggy they could barely sip warm water. It was almost as though they had been drugged. I was more worried about my grandmother than I dared admit, even to myself. I’d never seen her so weak. She’d been ‘old’ as long as I could remember, but now suddenly she was frail. In the irregular pauses between her shallow breaths, I wondered what would happen if she didn’t take another.


Even before this latest and worst attack, we’d been having regular bouts of bad digestion. Ah Ma had made the servants scrub out all the cooking pots and utensils with lye, and I’d checked and rechecked our well and water supply. But the eels in the well and the guppies in the dragon pots were alive, so I knew the water wasn’t to blame.


My system was always quick to reject what didn’t agree with it. I’d found the only thing I could keep down was bananas and I’d been pretty much living off them. Luckily, with all of our banana trees, there was always a bunch hanging up behind the kitchen.


Uncle Chen had never regained his old gusto after being released by the Japanese. Now he was fading even faster than Ah Ma. It was a good thing Shen Shen had stepped up to manage the family business.


‘Hello! Small Boss Chen! Hello, please!’


I rolled over and pulled my pillow over my head. I was sleeping on a mattress in my grandmother’s room. In the old days this had been so Ah Ma could keep an eye on me, but I’d moved back in so I could keep an eye on her.


Just when I thought our rude visitor had taken the hint and gone away I heard him again: ‘Hello! Small Boss Chen!’ It didn’t sound as if he was giving up any time soon.


Something must be really wrong. Uncle Chen and his friends were a superstitious lot and it would take something major to make one of them violate the Third Day visiting taboo.


I had a sudden flashback to my childhood when men were always hanging around outside the house hoping for work. Uncle Chen shouted at them if he saw them, but he had the servants take them water and food. They would never have dared shout for him like this … unless it was something really serious.


I heard Ah Ma turn over and struggle to sit up.


‘Don’t get up. Why doesn’t Shen Shen do something? It’s her husband they’re looking for and her fault there are no servants around.’


‘Shen Shen said she would visit the cemetery,’ Ah Ma said. ‘I told her she could take the car.’ Since Uncle Chen had started fading, Shen Shen had learned to drive Ah Ma’s old Armstrong Siddeley tourer to collect rents for her.


‘By herself?’


Shen Shen must have felt as lousy as I did, but she was a lot more superstitious. Even if I didn’t believe in the old superstitions – thanks to my years at the Mission Centre school, I wasn’t sure what I believed in – I was impressed by the power they had to motivate people. The Third Day clearing of the ancestral graveyard was supposed to be a family ceremony so Shen Shen going on her own probably defeated the purpose. But if it kept Ah Ma happy I was content. Ah Ma was in no shape to go out either.


Well, if Shen Shen was out …


‘Don’t get up,’ I said again. ‘I’ll go and see who’s at the door.’ I rolled over and sat up. ‘I told Parshanti I would see her mother today anyway.’


I didn’t feel much like going, and if Shen Shen had taken the car to the cemetery, I would have to catch the trolley bus into town – but I’d told Mrs Shankar I’d see her for her to take my measurements.


‘Tell whoever it is to come back tomorrow,’ Ah Ma said, watching me. ‘Bad luck. Don’t let them in, no matter what they say. Make sure you lock the door after talking to them. Give them some water, but don’t use the good cups.’


‘What if it’s something very important that Uncle Chen needs to hear about?’


‘What can be so important? If you let them in, you let bad luck into the house.’


‘Yes, Ah Ma.’


I crawled off my mattress, straightened my cotton housedress and headed up the corridor towards the dim front room of the house – all the shutters were closed.


Squinting against the brightness outside, I recognized the figure on the porch by its size, shape and baldness. ‘Uncle Botak?’


Botak Beng looked like a gangster, with his tanned brown skin, his blue, black and red tattoos. He was as large as Uncle Chen but built like a sailor, with bulging arms, shoulders and thighs. And he had a huge shiny brown dome of a head. I knew he had had no hair since his late teens when he’d been nicknamed ‘Botak’, meaning bald.


Botak had always managed Uncle Chen’s sea transportation needs, which some called smuggling. Botak knew the currents and tides and could predict the weather almost by instinct because he’d worked on the sea for so many years. Like a bird or a fish, he could process information from the wind and the waves and come up with the safest routes. He knew all the best landing spots on the Malayan and Indonesian coastlines. I’d also heard he had ‘wives’ in all the major port villages in Malacca, Taiping, Surabaya and even Darwin, Australia. All his operations centres were run by his wives and children.


Botak and Uncle Chen had worked together before and during the Japanese Occupation, until Botak started expanding his business after the war. Then Uncle Chen had decided he didn’t want his goods carried in the same craft Botak Beng used to transport drugs and women: the risk of attracting official attention was too high.


‘You’re throwing away good money!’ Botak had protested. ‘I can’t afford to send out boats half loaded and, these days, people will pay anything for American cigarettes and Indian ganja!’


But Uncle Chen, backed or possibly directed by Ah Ma, had maintained that Chen money would stay away from the sex and drugs trades. It didn’t make sense to many of Uncle Chen’s partners, since the newly re-established British authorities seemed to be closing their eyes to what was going on. They mocked him for not daring to pick up money that was falling out of the sky, and many had gone into business for themselves. But they had remained friends – Botak was among the men who’d come to Chen Mansion to pay their Chinese New Year respects on First Day.


‘Miss Chen?’ Botak Beng peered at me in the dim interior of the house and gave me the nod – almost bow – of acknowledgement due to my late father’s daughter. ‘Miss Chen, sorry to disturb your house, ah. I must talk to Small Boss Chen at once. Very urgent, very important.’


I stepped outside and pulled the door shut behind me as I nodded to acknowledge him in return. ‘What is so important that you need to visit him today?’


I suspected I knew what the visit was about. The British had just announced an official ban on opium smoking. Choosing to announce it during Chinese New Year was a smart – amounting almost to genius – move on the part of the British officials: it was the only time of year all Chinese businesses were more focused on family than finances.


Botak didn’t look like an opium smoker, so it was probably his income he was concerned about. Still, I hadn’t thought anyone in the Chinese underworld worried about what our British overlords decreed.


‘I must talk to Small Boss Chen.’


‘Business should wait until after the Third Day at least,’ I said, virtuously superstitious.


‘This is not that kind of business,’ Botak said. He was fidgeting with something in his pocket. I wondered if it was chewing tobacco or a betel wad. He didn’t seem aware that his fingers kept going back to it. ‘This is man-to-man business. Very important.’


I hadn’t intended to let him in – Uncle Chen was in no condition to see him – but even if I had, his saying it was ‘manto-man business’ would have scuppered it. Yes, I was being petty. But when you seldom get to indulge in pettiness you make the most of your chances. I stared at him. You’d think an old boatman like Botak would have pushed me aside but he just stood and looked miserable.


‘I didn’t come straight from my mother’s grave. I went to the temple first. All clean already.’ Botak Beng waved his arms, turning his palms up and down as though to show he wasn’t carrying evil spirits.


That’s when I smelt him.


We think of sweat as water and salt, but what comes out of a body depends on what’s inside it. Milk-fed babies smell different from toddlers who have started to eat mashed bananas and mangoes. From the smell coming out of him, I could tell that Botak was sick. I didn’t know what was causing it but his body was decaying inside.


‘Just say what you need,’ I said. ‘My uncle can’t talk to you now, but if you tell me what’s the matter we will try to help you. Never mind pantang. You are family to my uncle. What’s wrong? Do you need money?’


‘No, no,’ Botak said. ‘I don’t need money. Paiseh, lah.’


Pantang is anything strictly forbidden by custom or superstition. Asking for money was paiseh: embarrassing or shameful, but not pantang.


He’d turned away from me in his frustration and— ‘Oh! I forgot. I brought mud crabs.’


I saw the metal fish basket containing a hemp sack he’d dumped at the top of the porch steps. The rough fabric was damp and moving.


‘Small ones, but fresh. I just caught them near my place.’


I softened towards him. Uncle Chen was very fond of crabs – and so was I. This might be just the thing to tempt my uncle’s feeble appetite. Though it wasn’t the season for roe, wild crabs would have tender, sweet flesh. There were crabs in the mangroves near our house too, but I’d not thought to go hunting for them. Was this just an awkwardly delivered gift? Mud crabs wouldn’t keep well.


‘You want to wait and talk to Shen Shen? She’s out now but she’ll be home soon.’


All of Uncle Chen’s business contacts had been liaising with Shen Shen since Uncle Chen and Ah Ma had been sick. Shen Shen had taken over the routine responsibilities of dealing with tenants. Most other businesses were quiet now as everyone waited to see how the restored British administration would take shape.


‘No.’ Botak swatted away the idea of talking to Shen Shen. ‘No, no. I cannot. No.’ For a moment he looked as if he was going to be sick – or cry.


I wavered. What if Botak wanted to tell Uncle Chen he was sick and dying … or of some threat to them both?


‘Tell me.’ I tried to sound gentle and persuasive. ‘I promise I won’t tell anybody except him.’ I doubted he could write so it was no use suggesting he leave a note.


‘I must talk to your uncle. Is he angry with me? Is that why he won’t see me?’


‘No. He cannot see anybody.’ Within the fifteen days of the New Year, I couldn’t say that Uncle Chen was sick, too sick to see him, or my words would condemn him to a year of ill health.


Botak checked behind him before he answered. Not just the broad gravel driveway but what could be seen of the road beyond. I wondered who he was worried about.


‘Please, lah, Lin-Lin,’ he said.


The baby name shook me. Uncle Chen had called me ‘Lin-Lin’ in the old days, before he and Shen Shen had moved out of Chen Mansion to the little shophouse in town. It was only much later that I learned they’d moved out because Shen Shen’s family believed my bad-luck presence was preventing them from having children.


‘Just ask your uncle if he will see me five minutes. For old times’ sake. For your father Big Boss Chen’s sake. Big Boss Chen was always good to me. Please, lah, Lin-Lin.’


His blunt, brown features were a mix of stubbornness and desperation. I knew Uncle Chen considered Botak Beng ‘own people’, meaning family. He might actually feel better for seeing Botak. If Botak could be persuaded to stay to eat the crabs he’d brought, Uncle Chen might agree to sit at the table with us. He had been taking his thin rice porridge in the dim stuffiness of his bedroom, with Shen Shen rationing the amount of soy sauce and fermented bean curd he was allowed so he wouldn’t vomit again.


‘Let me go and see—’


Hope flashed in his face. ‘Ask him,’ he pleaded.


Just then another voice – a woman’s – shouted from the driveway: ‘Cooee!’


Botak jumped. For an instant he seemed terrified but once he saw who it was he just looked fed up.


A fair, plump Chinese woman in a tight blue and white spotted Western-style frock was charging towards us. She was vaguely familiar but I couldn’t place her.


‘Seng Beng!’ she called. ‘Beng, I told you to wait for me! Why didn’t you wait?’


Botak Beng shook his head.


She turned to me. ‘Su Lin, right? Sorry, ah, I told this silly man not to come and bother your uncle today. Bad luck. But he wouldn’t listen! Men, ah!’ She trilled a loud girlish giggle and I recognised her.


It was Fancy Ang. She was the boss aunty who managed prostitutes in a comfort house. I wouldn’t judge her for that because she was likely why those girls had survived the war and the Japanese. Still, I was very glad Ah Ma had chosen translation and hairdressing to keep me alive.


Fancy had been pointed out to us as children, either as a danger (‘Pray for her but stay away from her!’ said the Mission Centre ladies) or with giggles at her clothes and makeup (Mission Centre school classmates).


Fancy Ang was one of the most notorious brothel owners, notorious because she catered to ‘high-class’ clientele and claimed to provide only ‘high-class’ girls. Once, a few years before the war, she’d approached my beautiful friend Parshanti, promising she could make good dress money just from going to social dances with British military officers. ‘Good money now and even better money later if you’re clever and get a rich officer interested in you!’


I wondered who’d been more put out: Parshanti, because she’d been propositioned, or all the other girls in our school, because they hadn’t.


More recently, Ah Ma had decided she wasn’t going to rent to Fancy any longer for her ‘Happy Pleasure’ houses. Uncle Chen had objected because Fancy always paid on time and had been renting those properties since long before the war. Besides, he pointed out, Fancy’s regular clientele included influential British administrators and planters. But, as always, Ah Ma had prevailed. Her argument was that if the new British regime decided on a morality clean-up, as had happened regularly, that was precisely where they would start. I didn’t know where Fancy and her girls had ended up, but she’d clearly survived.


Close up, I saw the once-buxom Fancy Ang had sagged into the soft obesity of malnutrition. Her round face had the look of white silk stockings stretched taut over rocky ground and was several shades lighter than her neck. And she smelt both dangerously chemical and aggressively floral.


‘Gong xi fa cai!’ Fancy Ang said. ‘I hear your Indian friend is getting married to the ang moh doctor. She got baby coming, right?’


‘What? No!’


‘Whether you want a baby or not, there’s no need to get married. Tell her to come and find me at forty-one Desker Road. And you – no job, no husband. You’re good with numbers, right? You should come and work for me. I will pay you more than your uncle. And I will teach you more about accounts than your uncle knows! Eh, Botak?’ She dug an elbow into him.


I glanced at Botak. He was clearly more than uncomfortable now, furious and miserable. I might have risked letting him in to see Uncle Chen, but not Fancy Ang.


‘I’m sorry …’ I started, but Fancy had picked up the damp, squirming sack and looked inside.


‘Hiyah! How can you leave them like that?’ She thrust it at me. ‘Quick, quick! Go and soak them in water!’


I took the sack automatically. It was heavy.


Botak had also brought a white cloth bag of what I suspected were smuggled foodstuffs, but when he held it in my direction Fancy pulled it away from him. He didn’t stop her, just turned and checked the driveway again.


‘Don’t just stand there, girl!’ Fancy ordered me. ‘Go! Go now!’


‘Wait,’ Botak said.


‘Take your time.’ Fancy’s push made me stumble. ‘We two can talk about the old days, right?’


Even before I was inside the house Fancy’s hands were on Botak’s upper arms, preventing him from turning away, and she was whispering urgently to him. It didn’t sound like words of love, more as if she was trying to talk him into leaving before I bothered Uncle Chen. Well, she didn’t have anything to worry about. I wasn’t going to disturb my uncle, and not only because he wasn’t well. We were already having more than our share of bad luck. Superstition or not, I wasn’t going to invite more into our house.


I heard, ‘Yes! She said she wants to talk to you! Now!’


So it was trouble with some woman, I thought. I was glad I hadn’t given in. Whichever female was giving Botak trouble, it could have nothing to do with Uncle Chen.


I took my time carrying the squirming sack through the house and down to the back kitchen.









Third Day: Rats Getting Married
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‘Ah Ma, you should be resting. What are you doing up?’


I found Ah Ma in the kitchen, as I should have expected, when I heaved in the sack of crabs. She was still in her sleeping clothes, which she wouldn’t have been if the servant girls and the black and white amah jies were in the house, fussing over the stove, with bowls and opened packets on the table.


‘No, lah. You’re the one who should be resting. I got some pork belly. I quick-quick make some chap chye for you to bring to your friend’s house when you go. Who was outside? Are they still there? What did they want?’


On any other day, unexpected visitors wouldn’t have been a problem. Like most houses in Singapore, our doors and windows stood open all day to let fresh air in and stuffiness out. This meant animal, insect and human visitors often wandered in and made themselves welcome.


‘Tell me what you want to do and I’ll do it for you,’ I said, without answering her questions. ‘You sit down and rest.’


I was small, but my grandmother was smaller. I’d been taller than her since I was twelve years old. Most of the time, her manner generated a larger-than-life personality so you didn’t notice how tiny she was.


Now, thanks to this bout of illness, her age and fragility were plain to see. She seemed to have shrunk even smaller, and there was a tremor in the hands moving over the counter.


‘Rest for what? If you rest all day you’re sure to get sick! Who was outside making so much noise? Did you send them away?’


Ah Ma hated to talk about her health as much as she hated anyone else asking how she was. Some people are afraid to show signs of weakness in front of others in case they’re taken advantage of. I suspect it was herself my grandmother was afraid of showing weakness to. As long as she didn’t let herself admit how bad things were, she could go on being blind and strong. It comes from a long tradition of women ignoring agonising sores under the beautiful shoes on their tiny bound feet.


‘It’s Uncle Botak. He brought mud crabs for you and Uncle Chen.’


I put the sack on the kitchen floor. ‘I should get some banana cake and pineapple tarts to give back to him in the bag.’


‘No, lah. Got to wash first. Your uncle can bring some to him next time he visits.’ Ah Ma pulled open the sack and we peered in at the crabs Botak had brought. They were a mix, with either large orange pincers or purple ones. Botak had thoughtfully tied the pincers together with raffia so they couldn’t tear through the material.


‘Wah, so many, ah?’ Ah Ma sounded impressed, and better disposed towards the badly timed visitor. ‘Is Botak still outside? Did he say what he wants?’


‘He said he has to talk to Uncle Chen about something very important. But then Fancy Ang turned up. I think she’s trying to talk him out of it.’


Ah Ma was poking at the crabs. ‘All still alive. Very good. We can steam tonight with fresh chilli, soy sauce and ginger.’


‘Ah Ma, did you hear me? Fancy Ang is also here.’


Ah Ma closed the bag and nudged it towards me. ‘Put it outside the back door. Leave them in the sack for now but pour some water over them. Don’t let them get dry. Whatever business he has with your uncle, Botak shouldn’t come to the house on the Third Day. Pantang.’


‘I know, but—’


‘Taste this.’ Ah Ma scooped broth out of the pot on the stove. ‘Does it taste funny to you?’


‘Funny?’


‘Shen Shen put in dried ikan bilis and dried clams to soak last night. I think she was going to make soup.’


The stock was simmering over the charcoal embers that we kept glowing to dry fish and fruit in the rainy weather we were having. It was good of Shen Shen to prepare the stock, with all she had to do.


‘But I think something in it is not very fresh. Maybe we should throw it out and start again. Funny taste, right?’


Ah Ma was very particular about exactly how things should be done, especially in the kitchen. When it came to food, the source of the ingredients and how they were stored was as important as how they were prepared. Unlike the servant girls and me, Shen Shen hadn’t been trained by Ah Ma so she sometimes did things differently … and Ah Ma always noticed.


‘Should it boil for longer? Of course it tastes funny now,’ I said. ‘Better not to waste it.’


‘I can put it in the pig bin and start again,’ Ah Ma said. ‘Your uncle is so fussy, he won’t eat this.’


Uncle Chen wasn’t fussy. He just didn’t have any appetite. But if Ah Ma was using this as an excuse to steam crabs for him, I wasn’t going to stop her. And the pigs, who ate indiscriminately but seldom had fresh stock in their mash, would be happy.


Ah Ma sniffed. ‘Why would Botak bring that Fancy here to see your uncle?’


‘I don’t think he did. I think he was trying to see Uncle Chen and she followed him.’


‘If he wants to take one of her girls as his Singapore wife she should let him. Good opportunity for a smart girl …’ Ah Ma looked at me speculatively.


‘Don’t even think it,’ I said. ‘I’m never getting married.’


Ah Ma shrugged. ‘Anyway, it’s nothing to do with us. Better not tell your uncle Botak came.’


‘But the crabs? You’ll have to tell Uncle Chen he brought them, won’t you?’


‘We can steam the crabs in the wok.’ Ah Ma sidestepped the question. ‘Tomorrow, maybe. We can soak them in the tub overnight. See how your uncle feels. His stomach isn’t too good so maybe just use vinegar and ginger. There’s no need for anything too fancy.’


Steaming the freshly killed crabs in a simple mix of Chinese wine, vinegar and ginger strips would also avoid having to decide between pepper crab and chilli crab, a choice that triggers more arguments in Singapore families than politics or religion. With no servant girls around and Shen Shen out tending our ancestral spirits, I would probably end up doing the dirty work of crab cleaning. But it would be worth it if it helped Uncle Chen to regain his appetite. And I was partial to tender, sweet crab meat too.


Mud crabs and catfish had always been plentiful in the mangroves, but most people had come to avoid the swamps because the tides often brought bodies dumped by the Japanese. The omnivorous crabs probably grew fat and juicy on all the extra protein and calcium, but finding a crab feeding on a human toe is probably enough to put someone off sucking the meat out of a crab claw for ever.


‘That Fancy used to run after both my boys when they were young.’ Ah Ma cut into my thoughts. ‘Even back then she caused havoc and she never changed. When she got married I knew it wouldn’t last. She left her husband’s family to live with some ang moh officer long before the war. She was supposed to be his housekeeper and instead she had a daughter with him.’


That shone a different light on the objections Ah Ma and Uncle Chen had made when I’d arranged to be housekeeper for Chief Inspector Le Froy – the first police chief to try to make Singapore safe for locals as well as the British – to avoid being married off to one of my uncle’s associates. I’d thought they’d just been worried about me working for the police officer who’d routed the toughest gangsters in Singapore – which they probably had. But now I understood their fear that I’d end up working for Fancy. As it was, they had both come to trust and respect Le Froy, who had been good to our family until the war.


It was only now, after the war, that I felt he had betrayed me. I knew my family confidently assumed he would help me find a respectable secretarial post if I asked, but I didn’t intend to ask. I didn’t need his or anyone else’s help.


After all, Ah Ma had made good without taking help from anyone. After my grandfather died, she’d been expected to sell his company or hand over control of his businesses to her brothers or his cousins. However, annoyed by these relatives fighting over property to which she considered they had no right, the young widow had taken control of her husband’s affairs. All she had intended, she had once said, was to make sure her two young sons had something to remember their father by. Neither her family nor her in-laws saw it like that. In fact, they saw her business success as an insult to her late husband – it would have been more respectable for her to be overcome by grief than run a black-market empire.


‘Luckily I didn’t need their help,’ Ah Ma had told me. ‘Always listen to people, but you don’t have to do what they tell you. People can be stupid, even if they mean well. And the stupidest ones always want to tell everybody else what to do.’


My grandmother might not have gone to school, but she was the smartest person I knew. That was why I believed and supported her when she said we had to pull back into ‘safe’ areas, like housing and business properties. It seemed counterintuitive: with the British trying to work out how to re-impose control, everything was in upheaval and there was big money to be made if you dared.


Shen Shen had argued that this was the best time to expand. People were doubling and tripling their investments, bringing in scarce goods – food, building materials, home necessities – untaxed.


‘It’s a family decision,’ Ah Ma had said. ‘What do you all say?’


Shen Shen had been frustrated that Uncle Chen and I sided with Ah Ma rather than with her. But Ah Ma had promised, ‘Once things stabilise we can talk again. But for now, the best thing we can do is stay unnoticed. It’s no use making money if new British laws will take it all away.’


Shen Shen had been angry enough to walk out of the house without answering her.


‘Shen Shen not back yet?’ Ah Ma said, as though reading my mind.


‘No. But she’ll be here soon. She didn’t take Little Ling with her.’


‘These days Shen Shen is always going out without Little Ling. As though we don’t have enough to do here, we have to look after her daughter. And no servants to help, thanks to that one.’


‘Please, lah, Ah Ma. You know you and Uncle Chen love looking after Little Ling. When she takes Little Ling out with her, you’re not happy. When she leaves Little Ling at home with us, you’re not happy.’


Ah Ma made a face at me. ‘Just because Shen Shen made that samfoo for you, you think everything she does is right. It was my sarong that she cut up!’


‘I know, Ah Ma. Thank you for your cloth.’ I’d never been very interested in clothes, but I couldn’t help smiling at the thought of my Chinese New Year samfoo.


This year was the first time since the war started that I’d had ‘new’ clothes for New Year. Dress fabric was still almost impossible to come by, but Shen Shen had cut up three of Ah Ma’s ornate ceremonial batik sarongs and sewn them into samfoos for Little Ling and me. Ah Ma’s old sarongs were so well kept that they looked new. The fancy material with its gold highlights gave the short-sleeved top and loose trousers a special-occasion look, but it was still a functional outfit, easier to walk and work in than a fancy cheongsam or nyonya kebaya and more safely decent than a Western-style frock.


‘A surprise gift from a grandmother to her two granddaughters,’ Shen Shen had announced.


The only touchy point was that Shen Shen had done the cutting up and sewing without asking Ah Ma. ‘But I’ve never seen you wear those sarongs,’ she’d said. ‘I thought better to put the cloth to good use before the white ants and silverfish get it.’


Maybe that was wrong of Shen Shen. But when Ah Ma saw how delighted Little Ling and I were by our new outfits, and when she heard the compliments Chinese New Year visitors had paid her on her granddaughters’ clothes, she had accepted it. She even said that Shen Shen might have done the right thing by cutting before asking: while it was true that Ah Ma hadn’t worn her wedding batiks for years, she might not have agreed to them being cut up.


More importantly, it showed everyone that Shen Shen accepted me, as well as her own daughter, as a granddaughter of Chen Tai. It had taken her a long time to come to that point, and my late mother having been Japanese hadn’t helped matters. And perhaps Shen Shen felt she’d paid back Ah Ma for ignoring her expansion plans, so we could put that behind us.


But, of course, Ah Ma still grumbled, ‘Three beautiful hand-painted sarongs cut up to make samfoos for two small girls. There should have been enough cloth to make at least three if not four samfoos! Are you going to wear your new samfoo to town?’


‘I may as well.’


Of course I was! Showing it to Parshanti and her mother was the main reason I was going out.


And if Le Froy was back, as I’d heard, it wouldn’t hurt if I happened to be wearing my smart new outfit when I ran into him. Le Froy … He’d said he would write, then disappeared without a word.


But if he had really come back to Singapore …


‘I heard your chief inspector came back. If you see him, ask him if he can get you back your job at the police station.’ Again Ah Ma displayed her mind-reading talent.


‘Ah Ma, I thought you didn’t like me working at the Detective Shack.’


‘Better than no work, right? Anyway, you might get protection by working for the police.’


I knew Ah Ma was worried about me. Shen Shen had heard rumours in town that I’d been a Japanese collaborator, the lover and/or daughter of Japanese officers, and that the whole Chen family had been involved in profiteering during the Occupation. It was only a matter of time before the police would use this as an excuse to investigate the Chen holdings.


Unfortunately I no longer had any contacts in the police to ask. My former colleagues, Sergeant Prakesh Pillay and Sergeant Ferdinand de Souza, had been transferred upcountry because the new head of the Detective and Intelligence Unit didn’t trust locals to police locals.


But my immediate interlocutor was my grandmother, not the police.


‘You always told me to stay away from ang mohs. Why do you want me to go and ask them for work now?’


‘No harm in asking, right?’


No matter what Ah Ma said, I knew I had no chance of getting back my job at the Detective Unit.


‘We could have married you to a good man, but you didn’t want that. Now you are twenty-six years old, who is going to marry you? I just want you to have someone to look after you when I’m not around any more.’


It was ironic. All my life, as far back as I could remember, I’d wanted to escape from my family, from being the unmarried aunt who did the accounts, helped with children’s homework and babysat. With Shen Shen more than capable of all of these things, it seemed I wasn’t needed by my family and could do whatever I liked. But instead of enjoying my freedom I felt useless and unwanted. There really wasn’t anything else I could do.


My leg and hip ached, as though they were offering me an excuse as to why I wasn’t heading for university and a career or a husband and children. But I wouldn’t take it.


‘I’m going to change and go to see Parshanti,’ I said. ‘Her mother wants to measure me for my bridesmaid’s dress.’


‘Before you leave, come back and get some chap chye to take for them,’ Ah Ma said. ‘And don’t forget my pineapple tarts. I set aside one tin just for them! Take them some of the good lap cheong too.’


The special lap cheong, made of duck liver and pig liver, bound with pork blood, had been brought in from Taiwan by one of Uncle Chen’s suppliers. Those bunches of rich, hard, dried Chinese sausages were a luxury worth their weight in gold when traded in Chinatown and a sign the war was truly over.


I knew it was also a kind of apology from Ah Ma.


‘I will, thanks,’ I said.


‘Before you leave, make sure you send away those people outside the house. Tell Botak to come back another day without that woman. And, remember, don’t tell anybody that your uncle is sick.’


I dressed slowly, hoping that Shen Shen would come home and get rid of Botak and Fancy before I had to. Shen Shen could normally be heard bossing and scolding the servants from morning to night. With no servants in the house, she scolded Uncle Chen and Little Ling. At least she could put that energy to good use on Botak and Fancy.









Dead in a Drain


[image: image]


I was surprised how good I felt when I put on my new samfoo. The crisp, freshly ironed cotton made me feel ready for anything. I could almost understand Parshanti’s passion for clothes, if this was how they made her feel.


I owed something else to Shen Shen too. Wearing my new samfoo on the first two days of Chinese New Year, I saw people gazing at me with admiration and envy instead of the pity or judgement I was used to. Even if they were noticing my clothes instead of me, I preferred it.


I was looking forward to discussing my new discovery with Parshanti and her mother. They’d always seen me as a hopeless case, content to wear old dresses from the Mission Centre and old samfoos cut from Ah Ma’s house dresses. I was even looking forward to the bridesmaid’s dress that Mrs Shankar was going to make me for Parshanti’s wedding … if it took place. I’d heard, though not directly from Parshanti, that there were problems.


‘Where are you going?’ Little Ling asked.


Luckily Little Ling hadn’t been ill like the rest of us, but she was lonely and bored without the amahs and servant girls who were her usual companions.


‘I have to go to town to see my friend.’


‘Can I come with you?’


‘Not this time.’ Even if I’d wanted to take her, Shen Shen didn’t like Little Ling spending too much time with me.


‘Will you bring me back a present?’


‘I’ll try.’


There hadn’t been any shouting since Fancy had arrived. I opened the front door cautiously, after collecting Ah Ma’s chap chye and lap cheong from the kitchen, and saw that our unwelcome visitors had gone.


Mentally thanking Fancy Ang, I set off to the trolley-bus stop. I was feeling good in my new samfoo, my stomach had settled and I was looking forward to seeing Parshanti and maybe …


Two houses down, I was distracted by a group of people standing at the side of the road, staring into the storm drain. I heard excited mutterings.


‘A body.’


‘A dead body!’


‘There! That’s the woman I saw!’


I saw our neighbour Nasima Mirza, whose house it was. She was with three of her servants and one was pointing at me: ‘That’s her! I saw her with him! She’s a Chinese demon and she killed him and now she’s going to kill me!’


Nasima looked apologetically at me. ‘Later,’ she mouthed, then turned back to the hysterical girl, soothing and calming her. Nasima’s servants were not local: they came from a village in Indonesia where she was funding a school in her late sister’s name. The girls she brought to Singapore had to learn to read and write as well as do housework. It was pretty much an education in life, like Ah Ma gave her servants, except Nasima’s were Muslim and ours were a local mix of Taoist-Buddhist with local superstitions, like Ah Ma.


Nasima and I had become good friends during the Occupation. She loved books and learning as much as I did. She knew a great deal more, though: I’d been educated by the missionary ladies to be a good wife and housekeeper while Nasima had been encouraged to read widely in the extensive library her late father had collected. She’d generously recommended and lent me books, and I’d come to understand how Anglocentric my Mission School education had left me.


I edged over, peered into the drain and reared back in horror.


It was Botak Beng. He was face down, his arms spread out: he reminded me of a huge beached stingray. I couldn’t see his face but the figure in the drain was of the same size, same build and same baldness as the man I’d not let into our house.


There was no sign of Fancy. Had she just gone off and left him? I wondered if she had seen what had happened. I could imagine her pushing him, but no more than that. Still, a push might have been enough. And she might have run away in panic …


I moved towards Nasima but the wailing servant saw me coming and grabbed at Nasima, pointing at me. I couldn’t make out what they were saying in the mix of whispers and shrieks.


Nasima handed the girl to the others and pointed them towards her house. She nodded to me and we moved aside to talk.


‘Do you know what happened?’ I asked. ‘Is she saying I killed him? Why?’ Thanks to the nursing experience she’d gained during the war, Nasima wasn’t the sort to scream and faint at the sight of a dead man.


‘From what I understand, Rosmah saw a man and a woman shouting at each other in the road. Then the woman pushed the man into the drain and ran into your garden through the hole in the fence.’


I guessed Rosmah was the wailing girl.


‘What did the woman look like? It wasn’t me – I was in the house.’ I thought of Fancy. If she’d run back into our garden and was still somewhere nearby …


‘Was it a heart attack?’ a passer-by asked. ‘Did he faint?’


Nasima shook her head. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I didn’t get a chance to see. All I know is they came to get me because Rosmah was crying.’


‘Falling into the drain wouldn’t kill him,’ I said. ‘Could he have hit his head when he fell?’ I looked around. ‘Could it have been a heart attack? Or a motor-car?’ Some of the newly imported vehicles could go up to thirty miles an hour.


‘Rosmah didn’t see any. She was watching the road for the trolley bus because a friend is coming to see her. She saw the man talking to a woman. She got the impression they were lovers and the man wanted to marry the woman but she wanted him to go away so they were arguing. Then I called her as I had to ask her something. When she went back out she saw the woman running up the road and into your garden. Then she saw a man was in the drain just beyond our gate. She didn’t see the woman push him in, just assumed that was what had happened.’


Nasima was waiting for me to say something but I didn’t know what she expected of me. I thought Rosmah was ‘just assuming’ a lot of things, and I wasn’t sure I believed her about the woman running into our garden. Very few people knew about the flap in the fence that provided a short-cut to the kitchen, and it was unlikely that Fancy Ang did.


Others were gathering. The milkmen who walked from door to door to provide fresh milk paused with their kerbau – buffaloes. Someone was talking about all the evil spirits out on the Third Day: they said the dead man must have made them angry and they had taken revenge. One of the milkmen was telling a long story about a savage red dog that had tried to kill him when he passed what he later learned was a burial site.


I didn’t know the milkmen because we didn’t use cows’ milk. Our milk was delivered by Tamil goat-herders.


Wasn’t anyone going to do something about Botak in the drain?


‘Are you sure he’s dead?’ I asked Nasima.


She looked startled. ‘He’s not moving. Oh, I didn’t think—That’s terrible! I just assumed—’


Nasima hurried to the side of the drain, shoving the gawpers aside. I followed and saw her trying to climb in but being prevented by Rosmah and the other girls, who pulled her back. They were all wailing now. No one else seemed inclined to do anything.


I steeled myself and edged down the side of the drain on my backside. Botak might have fainted, or tripped and knocked himself unconscious. Even if he’d had a heart attack I might still be able to revive him.


With an effort, I heaved the body onto its back, confirming it was Botak Beng. Even before I could feel for a pulse I knew it was no use. His eyes were open and rolled up in his head and there was foam on his lips. Had he choked on something? I saw a few fine yellowish hairs around his mouth, as though he’d tried to spit out something he’d been chewing.


I gritted my teeth and stuck my fingers into the back of his mouth. If there was something stuck in his throat and I could clear it, there was still the smallest chance I could revive him. If I didn’t try now I would always wonder if I could have saved him. There was nothing in his windpipe but I found what seemed to be chewed pulp in his mouth – and more of the yellowish hairs.


What had happened here?


I saw a tiny patch of blood on the front of his shirt, but not enough to have killed him.


Botak was gripping something tightly in one hand – I wondered if it was a wasp that had stung him and triggered a seizure. I prised open his fingers carefully. He was clutching strips of a dried, wrinkled, yellowish vegetable.
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