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			Kamunting, Malaya, May 1931

			The old man is dying. Ren can see it in the shallow breaths, the sunken face, and the skin stretched thinly over his cheekbones. Yet he wants the shutters open. Irritably, he beckons the boy over, and Ren, his throat tight as though he’s swallowed a stone, throws open the second-story window.

			Outside is a brilliant sea of green: the waving tops of jungle trees and a blue sky like a fever dream. The tropical glare makes Ren flinch. He moves to shield his master with his shadow, but the old man stops him with a gesture. Sunlight emphasizes the tremor of his hand with its ugly stump of a missing finger. Ren remembers how just a few months ago that hand could still calm babies and suture wounds.

			The old man opens his watery blue eyes, those colourless foreign eyes that had frightened Ren so much in the beginning, and whispers something. The boy bends his cropped head closer.

			‘Remember.’

			The boy nods.

			‘Say it.’ The hoarse rasp is fading.

			‘When you are dead, I will find your missing finger,’ Ren replies in a clear, small voice.

			‘And?’

			He hesitates. ‘And bury it in your grave.’

			‘Good.’ The old man draws a rattling breath. ‘You must get it back before the forty-nine days of my soul are over.’

			The boy has done many such tasks before, quickly and competently. He’ll manage, even as his narrow shoulders convulse.

			‘Don’t cry, Ren.’

			At times like this the boy looks far younger than his years. The old man is sorry – he wishes he could do it himself, but he’s exhausted. Instead, he turns his face to the wall.
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			Ipoh, Malaya

			Wednesday, June 3rd

			Forty-four is an unlucky number for Chinese. It sounds like ‘die, definitely die,’ and as a result, the number four and all its iterations are to be avoided. On that ill-fated day in June, I’d been working at my secret part-time job at the May Flower Dance Hall in Ipoh for exactly forty-four days.

			My job was a secret because no respectable girl should be dancing with strangers, despite our services being advertised as ‘instructors.’ As perhaps we were for most of our customers: nervous clerks and schoolboys who bought rolls of tickets to learn to foxtrot and waltz or do the ronggeng, that charming Malay dance. The rest were buaya, or crocodiles, as we called them. Toothy smilers whose wandering hands were only deterred by a sharp pinch.

			I was never going to make much money if I kept slapping them off like this, but I hoped I wouldn’t need to for long. It was to pay a debt of forty Malayan dollars that my mother had incurred at a ruinously high interest rate. My real day job as a dressmaker’s apprentice wasn’t enough to repay the money, and my poor foolish mother couldn’t possibly come up with it by herself; she’d no luck at gambling.

			If she’d only left statistics to me, things might have turned out better as I’m generally good at numbers. I say this, but without much pride. It’s a skill that hasn’t been very useful to me. If I were a boy, it would be a different matter, but my delight in working out probabilities when I was seven years old was of no help to my mother, who’d just been widowed at the time. In the sad vacuum of my father’s passing, I spent hours penciling numbers on scraps of paper. They were sensible and orderly, unlike the chaos our household had descended into. Despite that, my mother kept her sweet vague smile, the one that made her look like the Goddess of Mercy, though she was probably worrying what we’d eat for dinner. I loved her fiercely, though more about that later.

			*

			The first thing the dance-hall Mama told me to do, when I was hired, was to cut my hair. I’d spent years growing it out, after teasing from my stepbrother Shin about how I looked like a boy. Those two long braids, neatly tied with ribbons just as they’d been all the years I’d attended the Anglo Chinese Girls’ School, were a sweet symbol of femininity. I believed they covered up a multitude of sins, including the unladylike ability to calculate interest rates on the fly.

			‘No,’ the Mama said. ‘You can’t work for me like that.’

			‘But there are other girls with long hair,’ I pointed out.

			‘Yes, but not you.’

			She sent me to an alarming woman who snipped off my braids. They fell into my lap, heavy and almost alive. If Shin could see me, he’d die laughing. I bent my head as she clipped, the nape of my exposed neck frighteningly vulnerable. She cut bangs in front and when I raised my eyes, she smiled.

			‘Look beautiful,’ she said. ‘Look exactly like Louise Brooks.’

			Who was Louise Brooks anyway? Apparently, a silent-movie star who was wildly popular a few years ago. I blushed. It was difficult to get used to the new fashion, in which flat-chested tomboys like me should suddenly become popular. Of course, being in Malaya and on the far outskirts of the Empire, we were sadly behind in style. British ladies who came East complained of being six to twelve months behind the London fashions. It was no surprise, then, that the craze for ballroom dancing and cropped hair was finally hitting Ipoh, when they’d been in full swing elsewhere for quite a while. I touched the shaved nape of my neck, afraid that I looked more like a boy than ever.

			The Mama, shifting her large bulk practically, said, ‘You’ll need a name. Preferably English. We’ll call you Louise.’

			*

			So it was as Louise that I was dancing the tango that afternoon of June third. Despite the faltering stock market, our bustling town of Ipoh was giddy with the rush of new buildings built on the wealth of tin and rubber exports. It was raining, an unusually heavy downpour for mid-afternoon. The sky turned the colour of iron, and the electric light had to be switched on, much to the dismay of the management. Rain drummed loudly on the tin roof, which the bandleader, a little Goanese with a skinny moustache, tried his best to drown out.

			The craze for Western dancing had led to the mushrooming of public dance halls on the outskirts of every town. Some were grand affairs, like the newly built Celestial Hotel, while others were no more than large sheds open to the tropical breeze. Professional dancers like myself were kept in a pen, as though we were chickens or sheep. The pen was a section of seats separated by a ribbon. Pretty girls sat there, each with a numbered paper rosette pinned to her breast. Bouncers ensured that nobody approached us unless they had a ticket, though it didn’t stop some men from trying.

			I was rather surprised that someone asked me to tango. I’d never learned it properly at Miss Lim’s dancing school, where, as consolation for being forced to leave school by my stepfather, I’d been taught to waltz and, more daringly, foxtrot. The tango, however, wasn’t taught. It was too risqué, although we’d all seen Rudolph Valentino dance it in black and white.

			When I started at the May Flower, my friend Hui had said I’d better learn it.

			‘You look like a modern girl,’ she said. ‘You’re bound to get requests.’

			Dear Hui. She was the one who taught me, the two of us staggering around like drunkards. Still, she tried her best.

			‘Well, perhaps nobody will ask,’ she said hopefully, after a sudden lurch almost brought us down.

			Of course, she’d been wrong. I quickly learned that the kind of man who requested the tango was usually a buaya, and the one on that ill-fated forty-fourth day was no exception.

			*

			He was a salesman, he said. Specializing in school and office supplies. Immediately, I recalled the crisp cardboard scent of my school notebooks. I’d loved school, but that door was closed to me now. All that remained was the idle chatter and heavy feet of this salesman who told me that stationery was a steady business to be in, though he could do better, he was sure of it.

			‘You have good skin.’ His breath smelled like garlicky Hainanese chicken rice. Not knowing what to say, I concentrated on my poor trampled feet. It was a hopeless situation, since the salesman seemed to think that the tango consisted of striking sudden and dramatic poses.

			‘I used to sell cosmetics.’ Too close again. ‘I know a lot about women’s skin.’

			Leaning back, I increased the distance between us. As we made a turn, he jerked hard so that I staggered against him. I suspected he’d done it on purpose, but his hand made an involuntary movement towards his pocket, as though he was worried something might fall out.

			‘Do you know,’ he said, smiling, ‘that there are ways to keep a woman young and beautiful forever? With needles.’

			‘Needles?’ I asked, curious despite thinking this was one of the worst pickup lines I’d heard.

			‘In western Java, there are women who stick very fine gold needles into their faces. All the way in, till they can’t be seen. It’s witchcraft to prevent aging. I met a beautiful widow who’d buried five husbands, said to have twenty needles in her face. But she told me that you must remove them after death.’

			‘Why?’

			‘The body must be made whole again when you die. Anything added must be removed, and anything missing replaced – other­wise your soul won’t rest in peace.’ Enjoying my surprise, he went on to describe the rest of his trip in detail. Some people were talkers while others danced in sweaty-palmed silence. On the whole, I preferred the talkers because they were absorbed in their own world and didn’t pry into mine.

			If my family discovered I was working here part-time, it would be a disaster. I shuddered to think of my stepfather’s rage, my mother’s tears, as she’d be bound to confess her mahjong debts to him. Then there was Shin, my stepbrother. Born on the same day as me, people used to ask if we were twins. He’d always been my ally, at least until recently. But Shin was gone now, having won a place to study medicine at the King Edward VII Medical College in Singapore, where native talent was being trained to combat the lack of doctors in Malaya. I’d been proud, because it was Shin and he’d always been clever, yet deeply envious because, between the two of us, I’d scored higher marks at school. But there was no use thinking about what-ifs. Shin never answered my letters anymore.

			The salesman was still talking. ‘Do you believe in luck?’

			‘What’s there to believe?’ I tried not to grimace as he trod heavily on my foot.

			‘You should, because I’m going to be very lucky.’ Grinning, he took yet another turn too sharply. From the corner of my eye, I noticed the Mama glaring at us. We were causing a scene on the dance floor, staggering around like this, and it was all very bad for business.

			Gritting my teeth, I scrabbled for balance as the salesman unleashed a dangerously low dip. Undignified, we teetered. Arms flailing, grabbing at clothes. His hand cupped my buttocks as he peered down my dress. I elbowed him, my other hand snagging in his pocket. Something small and light rolled into my palm as I snatched it away. It felt like a slim smooth cylinder. I hesitated, panting. I should put it back; if he saw that I’d taken something, he might accuse me of being a pickpocket. Some men liked to make trouble like that; it gave them a hold over a girl.

			The salesman smiled shamelessly. ‘What’s your name?’

			Flustered, I gave him my real name, Ji Lin, instead of Louise. Worse and worse. At that instant, the music ended, and the salesman abruptly released me. His eyes were fixed beyond my shoulder as though he’d seen someone he recognized, and with a hurried start, he was gone.

			As if to make up for the tango, the band launched into ‘Yes Sir, That’s My Baby!’ Couples rushed the dance floor as I walked back to my seat. The object in my hand was burning like a brand. Surely he’d come back; he still had a roll of dance tickets. If I waited, I could return what I’d taken. Pretend he’d dropped it on the floor.

			The smell of rain blew in through the open windows. Unnerved, I lifted the ribbon separating the dancers’ seats from the floor and sat down, smoothing my skirt.

			I opened my hand. As I’d guessed from the feel of it, it was a thin-walled cylinder made of glass. A specimen bottle, barely two inches long with a metal screw top. Something light rattled inside. I stifled a cry.

			It was the top two joints of a dried, severed finger.
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			Batu Gajah

			Wednesday, June 3rd

			When the train rattles into Batu Gajah, Ren is on his feet, face pressed against the window. This prosperous little town, the seat of British administration for the state of Perak, has a peculiar name: batu means stone, and gajah, elephant. Some say the town is named after a pair of elephants who crossed the Kinta River. Angered by this act, the deity Sang Kelembai turned them into two boulders rising out of the water. Ren wonders what those poor elephants were doing in the river, that they should be turned to stone.

			Ren has never traveled by train before, although he’s waited for the old doctor at the Taiping railway station many times. The windows are open in the third-class carriage despite the particles of soot, some as large as a fingernail, that blow back as the steam engine rounds a bend. Ren can taste the heavy monsoon wetness in the air. He presses a hand against his pocket. Inside is the precious letter. If it rains hard, the ink might run. The thought of the old doctor’s careful, shaky script washing away sends a stab of homesickness through him.

			Every mile that the train rattles onward takes him further and further from Dr MacFarlane’s rambling, untidy bungalow, his home for the last three years. He’s gone now. The small room where Ren stayed in the servants’ quarters, next to Auntie Kwan, is empty. This morning, Ren swept the floor for the last time and neatly tied up the old newspapers for the karang guni man to collect. As he closed the door with its peeling green paint, he saw the large spider that had shared the room with him silently rebuilding its web in the corner of the ceiling.

			Treacherous tears fill his eyes. But Ren has a task to complete; this is no time to cry. With Dr MacFarlane’s death, the forty-nine days of the soul have begun to tick away. And this town with its strange name isn’t the first place that he’s lived without his brother Yi. Ren considers the stone elephants again. Were they twins like Yi and himself? Sometimes, Ren feels a tingle, like the twitch of cat whiskers, as though Yi is still with him. A flicker of that strange twin sense that bound them, warning him of events to come. But when he looks over his shoulder, there is no one.

			*

			Batu Gajah Station is a long, low building with a sloping roof that lies next to the railway line like a sleeping snake. All over Malaya, the British have built similar stations that fall along familiar, tidy lines. The towns repeat themselves, with white government buildings and grassy padangs, clipped like English town greens.

			At the ticket office, the Malay stationmaster is kind enough to pencil Ren a map. He has a handsome mustache and trousers starched to knife-edge creases. ‘It’s quite far. Are you sure no one will fetch you?’

			Ren shakes his head. ‘I can walk.’

			Further down, there’s a cluster of Chinese shophouses leaning against one another with their overhanging second floors and little sundry shops spilling out below. That way leads to town. But Ren takes a right instead, past the Government English School. He glances longingly at the wooden building with its whitewashed, graceful lines, imagining other boys his age study­ing in the high-ceilinged rooms or playing games on the green field. Doggedly, he keeps walking.

			The hill climbs towards Changkat, where the Europeans live. There’s no time to admire the many colonial bungalows built in the style of the British Raj. His destination is on the far side of Changkat, right up against coffee and rubber plantations.

			Rain splatters the red earth furiously. Gasping, Ren starts to run, clutching his carpetbag. He’s almost reached a large angsana tree when he hears the rattle of a goods lorry, engine rasping as it climbs the hill. The driver shouts from the window. ‘Get in!’

			Breathless, Ren climbs into the cab. His savior is a fat man with a wart on the side of his face.

			‘Thank you, Uncle,’ says Ren, using the polite term to address an elder. The man smiles. Water trickles down Ren’s trousers and onto the floor.

			‘The stationmaster told me you were going this way. To the young doctor’s house?’

			‘Is he young?’

			‘Not as young as you. How old are you?’

			Ren considers telling him the truth. They’re speaking Cantonese, and this man looks kind. But he’s too cautious to relax his guard.

			‘Almost thirteen.’

			‘Small, aren’t you?’

			Ren nods. He’s actually eleven. Even Dr MacFarlane hadn’t known that. Ren added a year, as many Chinese did, when he entered the old doctor’s household.

			‘Got a job there?’

			Ren hugs the carpetbag. ‘Delivery.’

			Or a retrieval.

			‘That doctor lives further away than the other foreigners,’ the driver says. ‘I wouldn’t walk here at night. It’s dangerous.’

			‘Why?’

			‘A lot of dogs have been eaten recently. Taken even when they were chained to the house. Only the collars and heads were left.’

			Ren’s heart squeezes. There’s a buzzing in his ears. Is it possible that it has started again, so soon? ‘Was it a tiger?’

			‘Leopard’s more likely. The foreigners say they’ll hunt it. Anyway, you shouldn’t wander around when it gets dark.’

			They pull up at the bottom of a long curving drive, past the clipped English lawn to a sprawling white bungalow. The driver honks the horn twice, and after a long pause, a skinny Chinese man emerges onto the covered veranda, wiping his hands on a white apron. As Ren clambers down, he thanks the lorry driver over the rattle of rain.

			The man says, ‘Take care of yourself.’

			Bracing himself, Ren makes a mad dash up the driveway into shelter. The pelting rain soaks him, and he hesitates at the door, worried about the water pooling on the wide teak planks. In the front room of the house, an Englishman is writing a letter. He’s seated at a table, but when Ren is shown in, he rises with an enquiring look. He’s thinner and younger than Dr MacFarlane. It’s hard to gauge his expression behind the twin reflections of his glasses.

			Ren sets the battered carpetbag down and reaches into it for the letter, presenting it politely with two hands. The new doctor slits the envelope precisely open with a silver letter opener. Dr MacFarlane used to open letters with his stubby finger and thumb. Ren drops his eyes. It isn’t good to compare them.

			Now that he has delivered the letter, Ren feels a great weariness in his legs. The instructions that he memorized seem hazy; the room tilts around him.

			*

			William Acton examines the piece of paper he’s been handed. It comes from Kamunting, that little village next to Taiping. The handwriting is spiky and tremulous, the hand of a sick man.

			Dear Acton,

			I write with little ceremony, I’m afraid. I’ve left it too long and can barely hold a pen. With no relatives worth recommending, I’m sending a bequest: one of my most interesting finds, to whom I hope you’ll give a good home. I sincerely recommend my Chinese houseboy, Ren. Though young, he is trained and trustworthy. It is only for a few years until he gains his majority. I think you will find yourselves well suited.

			Yours, etc. etc.

			John MacFarlane, M.D.

			William reads the letter twice and looks up. The boy stands in front of him, water trickling through his cropped hair and down his thin neck.

			‘Is your name Ren?’

			The boy nods.

			‘You used to work for Dr MacFarlane?’

			Again, the silent nod.

			William considers him. ‘Well, now you work for me.’

			As he examines the boy’s anxious young face, he wonders whether it is rain or tears running down his cheeks.
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			Ipoh

			Friday, June 5th

			Since I’d picked up that horrible souvenir from the salesman’s pocket, I was unable to think of much else. The shriveled finger haunted my thoughts, even though I hid it in a cardboard box in the dance-hall dressing room. I didn’t want to have it anywhere near me, let alone take it back to the dressmaker’s shop where I boarded.

			Mrs Tham, the tiny, beaky-faced dressmaker to whom I was apprenticed, was a friend of a friend of my mother’s, a tenuous connection that I was grateful for. Without it, my stepfather would never have allowed me to move out of the house. However, Mrs Tham came with an unspoken condition: that she should have free access to my private possessions at any time. It was an annoying but small price to pay for freedom. So I said nothing, even when the little traps I set – thread caught in a drawer, a book open at a certain page – were invariably disturbed. She’d given me a room key, but since she obviously had her own, it was quite useless. Leaving a mummified finger in that room would be like throwing a lizard to a crow.

			So it stayed in the dressing room of the May Flower, and I lived in constant fear that one of the cleaners would find it. I considered turning it in to the office, pretending that I’d discovered it on the floor. Several times I actually picked up the horrid thing and started down the corridor, yet somehow I always turned back. The longer I hesitated, the more suspicious the whole affair seemed. I remembered the Mama’s disapproving glance when we were dancing; she might think I was a pickpocket who’d had second thoughts. Or perhaps the finger itself held a dark magic that made it difficult to get rid of. A watery blue shadow, that made the glass vial colder than it should be.

			I’d told Hui of course. Her plump, pretty face creased. ‘Ugh! How can you bear to touch it?’

			Technically, I was only touching the glass bottle, but she was right – it was unsettling. The skin had blackened and shriveled so that the finger resembled a withered twig. Only the telltale crooked joint and yellowed fingernail prompted a lurch of recognition. There was a sticker on the metal lid with a number: 168, a lucky combination that sounded, in Cantonese, like ‘fortune all the way.’

			Hui said, ‘Are you going to throw it out?’

			‘I don’t know. He might come looking for it.’

			So far there’d been no sign of the salesman, but he knew my real name.

			‘Ji Lin’ was the Cantonese way of pronouncing it; in Mandarin, it would be ‘Zhi Lian.’ The Ji in my name wasn’t commonly used for girls. It was the character for zhi, or knowledge, one of the five Confucian Virtues. The others were benevolence, righteousness, order, and integrity. Chinese are particularly fond of matched sets and the Five Virtues were the sum of qualities that made up a perfect man. So it was a bit odd that a girl like me should be named for knowledge. If I’d been named something feminine and delicate like ‘Precious Jade’ or ‘Fragrant Lily,’ things might have turned out differently.

			*

			‘Such a peculiar name for a girl.’

			I was ten years old, a skinny child with large eyes. The local matchmaker, an old lady, had come to call on my widowed mother.

			‘Her father named her.’ My mother gave a nervous smile.

			‘I suppose you were expecting a son,’ said the matchmaker. ‘Well, I’ve good news for you. You might get one.’

			It had been three years since my father had died of pneumonia. Three years of missing his quiet presence, and three years of difficult widowhood for my mother. Her frail figure was more suited to reclining on a chaise than doing other people’s sewing and washing. The skin peeled off her pretty hands, now rough and red. Previously, my mother had put off all talk of matchmaking, but today she seemed especially dispirited. It was very hot and still. The purple bougainvillea outside trembled in the heat.

			‘He’s a tin ore dealer from Falim,’ said the matchmaker. ‘A widower with one son. He’s no spring chicken, but neither are you.’

			My mother plucked at an invisible thread, then gave a slight nod. The matchmaker looked pleased.

			The Kinta Valley in which we lived held the richest tin deposits in the world, and there were dozens of mines, both large and small, nearby. Tin ore dealers made a good living, and he could have sent to China for a wife, but he’d heard my mother was beautiful. There were other candidates, of course. Better ones. Women who’d never been married, but it was worth a try. Crouching closer to eavesdrop, I hoped desperately that this man would choose one of them instead, but I had an unlucky feeling about it.

			*

			Shin and I, future step-siblings-to-be, met when his father came to call on my mother. It was a very straightforward meeting. No one bothered to pretend that there was some romantic pretext. They brought Chinese sponge cakes wrapped in paper from a local bakery. For years afterwards, I was unable to swallow those soft steamed cakes without choking.

			Shin’s father was a stern-looking man, but his expression softened when he saw my mother. It was rumoured that his late wife had also been a beauty. He had an eye for attractive women, though, of course, he didn’t visit prostitutes, the matchmaker had assured my mother. He was very serious, financially stable, and neither gambled nor drank. Studying his face surreptitiously, I thought he looked hard and humourless.

			‘And this is Ji Lin,’ my mother said, propelling me forward. Wearing my best dress, outgrown so that my knobby knees stuck out, I dropped my head shyly.

			‘My son’s name is Shin,’ he said. ‘Written with the character xin. The two of them are already like brother and sister.’

			The matchmaker looked pleased. ‘What a coincidence! That makes two of the five Confucian Virtues. You’d better have three more children so you can complete the set.’

			Everyone laughed, even my mother, smiling nervously and showing her pretty teeth. I didn’t. It was true though. With the zhi in my name for wisdom, and xin in Shin’s for integrity, we made up part of a matched set, though the fact that it was incomplete was a bit jarring.

			I glanced at Shin to see if he found any of this amusing. He had sharp, bright eyes under thick brows, and when he saw me looking at him, he scowled.

			I don’t like you, either, I thought, overcome with anxiety for my mother. She’d never been strong and bearing three more children would be hard for her. Still, I’d no say in the matter, and within a month, the marriage negotiations were concluded and we were settled at my new stepfather’s shophouse in Falim.

			Falim was a village on the outskirts of Ipoh, little more than a few lanes of Chinese shophouses, their long narrow bodies sandwiched next to each other with shared walls. My step­father’s shop was on the main street, Lahat Road. It was dark and cool, with two open courtyards breaking up its serpentine length. The big upstairs bedroom over the front was for the newlyweds, and I was to have, for the first time in my life, my own room at the back, next to Shin’s. A windowless corridor ran lengthwise beside the two small rooms, which were stacked in front of each other like railway cars. Light entered the hallway only if our doors were open.

			Shin had barely spoken to me during the whole rushed courtship and marriage, though he’d behaved very well. We were exactly the same age; in fact, it turned out that we were born on the same day, though I was older by five hours. To top it off, my stepfather’s surname was also ‘Lee,’ so there was no need to even change names. The matchmaker was pleased with herself, though it seemed like a horrible trick of fate to me, shoehorning me into a new family where even my birthday would no longer be mine. Shin greeted my mother politely but coldly, and avoided me. I was convinced that he didn’t like us.

			In private, I’d begged my mother to reconsider but she’d only touched my hair. ‘It’s better for us this way.’ Besides, she seemed to have taken an odd liking to my stepfather. When his admiring gaze rested on her, her cheeks turned pink. He’d given us money in red packets to buy a simple trousseau for the wedding, and my mother had been unexpectedly excited about it. ‘New dresses – for you and for me!’ she’d said, fanning the bank notes out on our worn cotton bedspread.

			That first night at the new house, I was frightened. It was so much larger than the tiny wooden dwelling, one room with a step-down, earthen-floored kitchen, that my mother and I had lived in. This shophouse was both a business and a residence, and downstairs seemed a vast and hollow space. My new stepfather was a middleman who bought tin ore from small-time gravel pump miners and dulang washers, women who panned tin ore from old mines and streams, to resell to the large smelters like the Straits Trading Company.

			It was a silent, dark shop. Prosperous, though my stepfather was tightlipped and tightfisted. Hardly anyone came unless they had business selling tin, and the front and back were shuttered with iron grates to prevent theft of the stockpiled ore. As the heavy double doors banged shut behind us that first day, my heart sank.

			At bedtime, my mother gave me a kiss and told me to run along. She looked embarrassed, and I realized that from now on, she wouldn’t be sleeping in the same room with me. I could no longer drag my thin pallet next to hers or burrow into her arms. Instead, she belonged to my stepfather, who was watching us silently.

			I glanced up at the wooden staircase that yawned into the darkness of the upper floor. I’d never slept in a two-story building before, but Shin went straight up. I hurried after him.

			‘Good night,’ I said. I knew he could talk if he wanted to. That very morning, when we were moving our last few belongings in, I’d seen him laughing and running with his friends outside. Shin looked at me. I thought that if this were my house and some strange woman and her child moved in, I’d probably be angry, too, but he had a curious expression, almost pitying.

			‘It’s too late for you now,’ he said. ‘But good night.’

			*

			Now as I examined the bottle that I’d taken from the salesman’s pocket, I wondered what Shin would make of it. It occurred me that there were animals with fingers, too.

			‘Suppose this isn’t even human?’ I said to Hui, who was mending her skirt.

			‘You mean, like a monkey’s finger?’ Hui’s nose wrinkled. Clearly, this idea was just as repulsive to her.

			‘It would have to be big – a gibbon or maybe even an orang­utan.’

			‘A doctor might be able to tell.’ Hui bit off her thread thoughtfully. ‘Though I don’t know how you’d find one to examine it.’

			But I did have someone to ask. Someone who was studying anatomy, even if he was only a second-year medical student. Someone who’d proven, over the years, that he could keep a secret.

			Shin would be back from Singapore next week. He hadn’t been home for almost a year, and even then only briefly. The last holiday he’d worked as a hospital orderly in Singapore for extra income. His letters to me, never frequent, had petered out, and I’d stopped waiting for them. Perhaps it was better not to hear about his new friends or the lectures he attended. I was so envious of Shin that sometimes a bitter taste would flood my mouth. Yet I should be happy for him. He’d managed to get away.

			Since I’d left school, my life had been a complete waste of time. A scheme to train as a teacher had fallen through when my stepfather discovered that new teachers could potentially be dispatched to any village or town in Malaya. Out of the question, he said, for an unmarried girl. Nurse-training was even more unsuitable. I’d have to sponge-bathe strangers and dispose of their body fluids. In any case, I didn’t have the money. My stepfather offered the cold reminder that I’d been permitted to stay on at school at his expense, long after most girls had dropped out. His opinion was that I ought to stay decently at home, clerking for him until I got married; it was only grudgingly that he’d even allowed my dressmaking apprenticeship.

			*

			There was a knock at the dressing-room door. I tucked the glass vial into my handkerchief.

			‘Come in!’ Hui sang out.

			It was one of the doormen, the younger one. He pushed the door open with an embarrassed air. The dressing room was dance hostess territory, though at the moment only Hui and I were there.

			‘You know that salesman you asked me about the other day?’

			I was instantly alert. ‘Did he come back again?’

			His eyes shied away from the dresses draped over the backs of chairs, the traces of spilled powder on the dressing table.

			‘Is this him?’ He held out a newspaper, folded open to the obituary section. Chan Yew Cheung, twenty-eight years old. Suddenly, on June 4th. Beloved husband. And there was a grainy photograph, obviously a formal portrait. His hair was slicked back and his expression serious, the confident smirk laid aside, but it was the same man.

			I pressed my hand against my mouth. All this time the stolen finger had been weighing on my mind, the man himself had been lying cold and stiff in a mortuary somewhere.

			‘Did you know him well?’ asked the doorman.

			I shook my head.

			The obituary was a small notice, but the word ‘suddenly’ had an ominous air. So the salesman’s prediction about being lucky had been wrong. Because according to my calculations, he’d died the day after our encounter.

			With a shudder, I put the glass bottle, wrapped in my handkerchief, on the table. It seemed heavier than it ought to have been.

			Hui said, ‘You don’t think it’s witchcraft, do you?’

			‘Of course not.’ But I couldn’t help recalling a Buddhist statue I’d seen as a child. It was a little thing made of ivory, no bigger than this finger. The monk who’d shown it to us had said that a thief had once stolen it, but no matter how often he tried to sell or throw it away, it reappeared in his possession until, guilt-stricken, he’d returned it to the temple. There were other local tales as well, such as the toyol, a child spirit made from the bone of a murdered infant. Kept by a sorcerer, it was used to steal, run errands, and even commit murder. Once invoked, it was almost impossible to get rid of, save by proper burial.

			I studied the newspaper carefully. The funeral would be held this weekend in the nearby town of Papan, a bit further out from my family home in Falim. I was due back for a visit; perhaps I could return the finger. Give it to his family, or drop it in his coffin so it could be buried with him, though I wasn’t sure how to manage it. What I was certain about, however, was that I didn’t want to keep it.
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			Batu Gajah

			Wednesday, June 3rd

			The person who really runs the new doctor’s household is a taciturn Chinese cook named Ah Long. He’s the one who takes charge of Ren, dripping wet as he is, and ushers him through the bowels of the house to the servants’ quarters in the back. The outbuildings are separated by a covered walkway, but it’s raining so hard that the spray wets them to the knees.

			It’s difficult for Ren to judge adults’ ages, but Ah Long seems old to him. A wiry man with knotted arms, he offers Ren a rough cotton towel.

			‘Dry up,’ he says in Cantonese. ‘You can have this room.’

			The room is small, barely eight feet across, with a narrow window of louvered glass panes. In the blue gloom, Ren can make out a single cot bed. The household is eerily silent and he wonders where the other servants are.

			Ah Long asks if he’s hungry. ‘I have to prepare the master’s dinner. Come to the kitchen when you’re done.’

			At that moment, there’s a blinding flash of lightning and a boom. The electricity in the main house flickers and blinks out. Ah Long clicks his tongue in annoyance and hurries off.

			Alone in the gathering darkness, Ren unpacks his meager belongings and sits timidly on the cot. The thin mattress sags. A finger – a single digit – is so small that it could be hidden anywhere in this large house. His stomach knots with anxiety as he counts in his head. Time is passing; since Dr MacFarlane’s death three weeks ago, he has only twenty-five days left to find the finger. But Ren is tired, so bone weary from his long journey and the heavy carpetbag that he’s been carrying, that he closes his eyes and falls into a dreamless sleep.

			*

			The next morning, Ah Long prepares William’s breakfast of a boiled egg and two dried-up pieces of toast barely smeared with butter, even though there are at least three tins of Golden Churn lined up in the pantry. The butter comes from Australia by way of Cold Storage. Soft at room temperature, it’s a beautiful yellow colour. Ah Long doesn’t eat butter himself, but he still rations it for his master.

			‘Like this,’ he explains to Ren in the kitchen. ‘No need to buy so much.’

			He resembles the toast he prepares, crusty and hard-hearted. But Ah Long is also honest, and if he’s frugal with William’s food, he’s just as stingy about his own rations. At the old doctor’s house, they ate thick slices of Hainanese white bread, toasted over charcoal and spread with butter and kaya, a caramelized custard made from eggs, sugar, and coconut milk. Ren can only think that this new doctor, William Acton, has a rather sad-looking breakfast.

			When Ah Long judges the time is right, he pokes his pinched face through the dining room door.

			‘Boy is here, Tuan,’ he announces, before disappearing back into his lair.

			Obediently, Ren slips into the room. His clothes are plain but clean – a white shirt and khaki knee shorts. At the old doctor’s house, he had no official houseboy’s uniform and now wishes he did, as it might make him look older.

			‘Your name is Ren?’

			‘Yes, Tuan.’

			‘Just Ren?’ William seems to find this a little odd.

			Of course he’s right. Most Chinese are quick to give their family names first, but Ren isn’t sure what to say. He has no family name and no memories of his parents. He and his brother Yi were pulled as toddlers from a burning tenement, where families of itinerant workers slept. No one was certain whose children they had been, only that they were clearly twins.

			The matron of the orphanage named them after the Confucian Virtues: Ren, for humanity, and Yi, for righteousness. Ren always thought it was odd that she’d stopped at two of the five Virtues. What about the others: Li, which was ritual, Zhi, for knowledge, and Xin, for integrity? Yet the other three names were never given out to new children at the orphanage.

			‘What sort of work did you do for Dr MacFarlane?’

			Ren has been expecting this question, but he’s suddenly overcome with shyness. Perhaps it’s the eyes of this new doctor, which pin the words in his mouth so they won’t spill out. Ren looks at the floor, then forces his gaze up. Dr MacFarlane taught him that foreigners like to be looked in the eye. Ren needs this job.

			‘Whatever Dr MacFarlane wished.’

			He speaks respectfully and clearly, the way the old doctor liked to be addressed, and lists the chores he’s accustomed to: cleaning, cooking, ironing, caring for the animals that Dr MacFarlane kept. Ren is unsure whether or not to admit that he can read and write quite well. Gazing anxiously at William’s face, Ren tries to gauge his mood. But the new doctor seems unperturbed.

			‘Did Dr MacFarlane teach you English?’

			‘Yes, Tuan.’

			‘You speak very well. In fact, you sound just like him.’ The expression on William’s face softens. ‘How long were you with him?’

			‘Three years, Tuan.’

			‘And how old are you?’

			‘Thirteen, Tuan.’

			Ren holds his breath at the lie. Most foreigners have difficulty telling the age of locals. Dr MacFarlane used to joke about it all the time, but William’s brow furrows, as though he’s making a swift calculation. At last he says, ‘If you can iron, I have some shirts that need to be done.’

			Dismissed, Ren starts towards the door in relief.

			‘One more thing. Did you ever help out Dr MacFarlane in his medical practice?’

			Ren freezes, then nods.

			William turns back to his newspaper, unaware that the boy is now staring at him with a frightened expression.

			*

			Surprised that Ah Long isn’t lying in wait outside the door, Ren finds his way back to the kitchen. In his experience, servants are invariably suspicious of newcomers. During his early days at Dr MacFarlane’s, the housekeeper followed him from room to room until she was satisfied that he wouldn’t steal.

			‘You never know,’ she’d said long after Ren had become an indispensable part of the household. ‘Not everyone is as well brought up as you.’

			Kwan-yi, or Auntie Kwan as Ren had called her, had been a robust, middle-aged woman with a temper. She was the one who had run Dr MacFarlane’s untidy household with an iron hand, the one who trained Ren to cook rice on a charcoal stove without scorching the bottom of the pot and to catch, butcher, and pluck a chicken in half an hour. If she’d only stayed on, everything might have been different. But Auntie Kwan had left six months before the old doctor died. Her daughter was having a baby and she was going to move all the way down south to Kuala Lumpur, to help her out.

			Dr MacFarlane said he’d find a replacement, but months went by and the old man became preoccupied with other matters. He’d already shown signs of this before Auntie Kwan left, which seemed to give her unease at her departure. Ren, trying not to cry, had clutched her fiercely and unexpectedly. She’d pressed a grubby slip of paper with an address into his hand.

			‘You must take care of yourself,’ she said, worried.

			He was prone to accidents. Once a tree branch had crashed down, missing him by inches. Another time, a runaway bullock cart almost pinned him to a wall. There were other near misses – so many that people said Ren attracted misfortune.

			‘Come and see me,’ she’d said, with a hard squeeze. And now, he wonders whether he should have done that instead. But he owes the old doctor a great deal, and there are promises that Ren must keep.

			*

			In the breezy kitchen, Ah Long is moodily hacking up a chicken. Ren, standing at a respectful distance, ventures to say, ‘The master asked me to iron his shirts.’

			Ah Long says, ‘Laundry’s not back yet from the dhobi. Wash the dishes first.’

			Ren is quick and neat, scouring the pots with a coconut brush and soft brown homemade soap in the deep sink outside. When the dishes are done, Ah Long examines his work. ‘The master’s gone out, but he’ll be back for luncheon. You can sweep the house.’ Ren wants to ask if there are other servants, but the look on Ah Long’s face restrains him.

			The house is surprisingly bare. The wide teak planks are worn smooth and the unglazed windows with their turned wooden bars look out onto the intense green of the surrounding jungle. There’s little furniture other than the rattan armchairs and dining set that look as though they came with the house. No pictures on the walls, not even the indifferent watercolours so beloved by English mems.

			Dr MacFarlane had been an untidy man whose interests spilled into every part of his house. Ren wonders how it’s possible that the two men could have been friends. He thinks back to the old doctor’s dying request, counting the days again. The lorry driver’s warning about dogs being eaten worries him. He’s been hoping to find the finger quickly, perhaps in a cabinet of preserved specimens. That would be the best solution. But Dr MacFarlane wasn’t even sure if it would be here.

			‘He might not have it anymore,’ he’d said hoarsely. ‘He might have given it away. Or destroyed it.’

			‘Why don’t you ask him for it?’ Ren had said. ‘It’s your finger.’

			‘No! Better if he knows nothing.’ The old man grasped Ren’s wrist. ‘It must be taken or stolen.’

			*

			Ren is sweeping the floor with careful flicks when Ah Long comes by to tell him to do the master’s study as well. Pushing the door ajar, Ren stops short. In the dim light of the half-closed shutters, he sees glassy eyes and an open mouth, fixed forever in a snarl. Ren tells himself that it’s only a tiger skin. The sad remnant of some long-forgotten hunt.

			‘Does the master hunt?’

			‘Him? He only collects,’ Ah Long mutters. ‘I wouldn’t touch it myself.’

			‘Why not?’ Ren is uneasily fascinated by the tiger skin. Despite the indignity of being draped across the floor, its fur worn away in patches, the glaring glass eyes warn him away. Tiger eyes are prized for the hard parts in the center, set in gold as rings and thought to be precious charms, as are the teeth, whiskers, and claws. A dried and powdered liver is worth twice its weight in gold as medicine. Even the bones are taken to be boiled down into jelly.

			‘Aiya! This tiger was a man-eater. It killed two men and a woman down in Seremban before it was shot. See the bullet holes in the side?’

			‘How did he get the skin?’

			‘He’s keeping it for a friend who told him it was keramat. Cheh! As if a keramat tiger could ever be shot.’

			Ren understands only too well the meaning of these words. A keramat animal is a sacred beast, a creature with the ability to come and go like a phantom, trampling sugarcane or raiding livestock with impunity. It’s always distinguished by some peculiarity, such as a missing tusk or a rare albino colour. But the most common indicator is a withered or maimed foot.

			When Ren was still at the orphanage, he once saw the tracks of the elephant Gajah Keramat. It was a famous beast, a rogue bull that had ranged from Teluk Intan up to the Thai border. Bullets were magically deflected from Gajah Keramat’s mottled hide, and he had the uncanny ability to sense an ambush. That morning, the sun’s burning rays had dyed the dirt road blood red, spotlighting the men huddled over the tracks leading out of a culvert, across the road, and then into secondary jungle. Ren stopped to goggle at the excitement.

			‘Tentulah, it is Gajah Keramat.’ There was a hiss of agreement.

			Wriggling his way to the front of the crowd, Ren saw how the elephant’s shrunken left forefoot had pressed a curious mark in the damp red earth.

			Later, when Ren entered Dr MacFarlane’s household, he’d related the incident to the old doctor. Dr MacFarlane had been fascinated, even writing it down in one of his notebooks, the words inked across the page in his careful copperplate. Ren hadn’t known then just how deep this interest in keramat animals would run.

			A shudder travels up his spine now as he regards the tiger skin on the floor. Is this, then, the link between the old doctor and the new one? And is death now coming on soft feet, or has it roamed ahead, like a shadow set free from its owner? He hopes, desperately, that it’s merely a coincidence.
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			Falim

			Saturday, June 6th

			One of my mother’s conditions of boarding at Mrs Tham’s dressmaking shop was that I would return home to Falim often. Each time I did, I brought a treat to make up for the fact that I wasn’t homesick at all. Today it was rambutans, the hairy, red-skinned fruit that snapped open to reveal a sweet white interior. They’d been selling them by the bus stop, and I’d bought a bundle wrapped in old newspaper. As I sat on the bus I rather regretted it, as the rambutans were crawling with ants.

			Once, Falim had been full of vegetable gardens, but the outskirts of Ipoh were encroaching every year. Already, the tin tycoon Foo Nyit Tse had built a new housing estate as well as a grand mansion on Lahat Road that was the wonder of the neighbourhood. My stepfather’s store stood in a row of narrow-fronted shophouses, their upper stories jutting out to form a shady five-foot walkway or kaki lima. Though only eighteen feet wide, it was surprisingly deep. Shin and I had once paced out its length and found it to be almost a hundred feet.

			When I arrived, Ah Kum, the new girl that my stepfather had hired to replace me, was penciling notes into the ledger.

			‘Back today?’ Ah Kum was a year older than me, a cheerful gossip with a mole beneath her right eye, like a teardrop. Some people said that such a mark meant she’d never be lucky in marriage, but Ah Kum didn’t seem bothered. In any case, I was very grateful to her. If she hadn’t started working here, I’d never have been able to leave.

			‘Want some?’ I dumped my bundle of rambutans on the counter.

			Ah Kum twisted a fruit open. ‘Your brother’s back.’

			That was news to me. Shin was supposed to return next week. ‘When did he arrive?’

			‘Yesterday, but he’s out right now. Why didn’t you tell me he was so good-looking?’

			I rolled my eyes. Shin and his female admirers. Obviously they weren’t aware of his true personality, as I’d often explained to him. But Ah Kum had only started working here after Shin left for Singapore – how was she to know, poor girl?

			‘If you think he’s so wonderful, you can have him!’ I said, ducking as she swatted me. Our laughter was cut short by a footfall from the second floor. Suddenly sober, we glanced at each other.

			‘Is he in?’ He could only refer to my stepfather.

			She shook her head. ‘That’s your mother.’

			I went deeper into the shophouse, inhaling the familiar dark scent of earth and metal from the stockpiled tin ore. Upstairs, shuttered windows opened over the courtyards, bringing light and air to the family quarters. This large upper room was used as a private sitting room, away from the business of the shop below. Sparsely furnished with rattan armchairs, a square card table for mahjong, and a few large sepia photographs of my stepfather’s parents, it had scarcely changed since my mother and I had moved in ten years ago. A long rosewood sideboard was covered with school trophies and ribbons. The earlier ones were equally divided between Shin and myself, but the last few, after my stepfather decided I’d been educated enough, were all Shin’s.

			My mother was sitting by the railing, gazing at the pigeons as they strutted and burbled along the ledge.

			‘Mother,’ I said softly.

			Over the years, she’d become very thin. Her bone structure was still lovely though, and I was struck by the delicate outline of the skull beneath her skin.

			‘I thought you weren’t coming till next week.’ She looked happy to see me. I could always count on that from my mother; sometimes I thought I’d do anything to keep her smiling.

			‘Oh, I just felt like it. I bought rambutans.’ I didn’t mention that I’d come home carrying a mummified finger, or that I planned to crash a stranger’s funeral tomorrow.

			‘Good, good.’ She patted my hand briefly.

			Glancing around, I passed her an envelope. My mother’s lips trembled as she counted the money. ‘So much! How did you manage to get so much money?’

			‘I made a dress for a lady last week.’ I wasn’t good at lying, so I always kept my statements short.

			‘I can’t take it.’

			‘You must!’

			It had been two months since I’d discovered my mother’s debts, though I’d been suspicious for a while, noting her anxiety and the small luxuries she’d given up. She even ate less at mealtimes. And especially, no more mahjong parties with her friends. For it was mahjong that had done this.

			Upon questioning, she’d broken down. It had been deeply unsettling to see my mother weeping like a child, pressing her hands against her mouth while the tears ran silently down her face. One of her friends had recommended a lady who lent money privately. She was very discreet and, most importantly, wouldn’t mention it to my stepfather.

			‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier?’ I’d said angrily. ‘And what kind of interest rate is thirty-five percent?’

			My stepfather could have repaid it. He made a good living as a tin ore dealer – but we both knew what would happen if he found out. And so, bit by bit, we squirreled away money. She was much slower than me. My stepfather scrutinized the household accounts every week, so she had to economize without alerting him. But since I’d started working at the May Flower, I’d been able to pay down some of the principal. My mother always tried to refuse, but in the end, I knew she would – indeed, must – take it.

			She hid the money away in the toe of her wedding slippers. My stepfather would never look there, though he liked her to dress well. She’d wanted to sell her jewelry, but he often requested that she wear certain pieces and it would be difficult to explain where they’d gone. His attention to clothes extended even to me, and growing up, I was always well dressed. My friends said I was lucky to have such a generous stepfather, but I knew it was all his own vanity. He was a collector and we were his acquisitions.

			I’d never told Shin how I felt about his father. I didn’t have to.

			*

			When my mother and I had first moved in, I’d been amazed at how strict my new stepfather was with Shin. He seemed to expect absolute obedience. At home, Shin barely spoke unless he was spoken to; he was a shadow of the boy that I came to know outside the house. In fact, I was rather surprised at how popular Shin was. Knots of children appeared every day to play with him. Since they were all boys, he didn’t bother to introduce me but simply ran off. That impish, excited look on his face was never seen in the house, and soon I discovered why.

			Shin had gone off one afternoon while I had to stay behind, pinching the roots off an enormous pile of fat, crisp bean sprouts. I didn’t like them, but my stepfather did, and so my mother often fried them with salted fish.

			While I gloomily picked away, my stepfather came home. He walked silently through the kitchen, then checked the courtyard, his nostrils turning white with anger. Shin had forgotten to bag and weigh the drying piles of tin ore. When he finally returned, his father took him to the back and caned him for every pile he’d forgotten.

			The cane was four feet long and as thick as a man’s thumb, nothing like the weak rattan switch that my mother occasionally disciplined me with. Seizing Shin by the collar, his father wound his arm back as far as it would go. There was a hiss, then an explosive crack that resounded through the courtyard. Shin’s knees buckled. A choked cry squeezed out of his throat. I tried to tell myself that he deserved it, but by the second stroke, I was weeping.

			‘Stop!’ I screamed. ‘He’s sorry! He won’t do it again!’

			My stepfather looked at me in utter disbelief. For an instant I was terrified that he would cane me, too, but he glanced at his new wife who appeared, white-faced behind me, and slowly put the cane down. He didn’t say a word, but went back into the store.

			That night Shin cried and I couldn’t bear it. I pressed my mouth against the wooden wall that separated us.

			‘Does it hurt?’

			He didn’t reply, but the sobs intensified.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

			‘It’s not your fault,’ he said at last.

			‘Do you need ointment?’ I had some Tiger Balm in my room, the all-purpose Chinese salve rumoured to contain boiled tiger bones. It claimed to cure everything from mosquito bites to arthritis.

			There was a pause. ‘All right.’

			I slipped out into the dark corridor. Though I knew my stepfather and mother were safely in their bedroom at the front of the shophouse, I had to steel myself before opening the door to Shin’s small room. It was a mirror image of my own, the beds reversed against the wall. He was sitting up in bed. In the moonlight, he looked very young and small, even though we were about the same size. I unscrewed the jar of Tiger Balm, and in silence, helped him rub it on the welts on his legs. When I was done, he seized my sleeve.

			‘Don’t go.’

			‘Just for a bit, then.’ There’d be trouble if I were discovered, but I lay down next to him. He curled up like a small animal, and without thinking, I patted his hair. I thought he might object, but he only said, ‘My mother used to sit with me sometimes.’

			‘What happened to her?’

			‘She died. Last year.’

			Only a year, I thought. My father, my real father, had been gone for three years. If my mother had owned a big shophouse like this, she wouldn’t have had to remarry, I told myself. I imagined the two of us growing potted orchids in the courtyard, making nian gao, the sweet sticky new year’s rice cake together as we’d done before. We would have been just fine by ourselves.

			‘When I grow up, I’ll never get married,’ I said.

			I thought he might make fun of me. After all, that was what girls were supposed to do. But Shin considered it seriously. ‘Then I won’t get married either.’

			‘I suppose you’ll be all right. You’ll have the business.’ My stepfather was keen for Shin to carry on. Although he himself was one of the smaller tin-ore dealers, others in his trade had done extremely well, and there was money to be made in reinvestments.

			‘You can have it. I’m leaving as soon as I can.’

			I snorted. ‘Don’t want it. I’m the one who’s going to leave.’

			He started to laugh, and buried his head under the pillow to muffle the sound. As he did so, a wrinkled piece of paper fell out. It had a single Chinese character written on it: 獏.

			‘What’s this?’ In the wavering moonlight, it was hard to make out. ‘Is it an animal?’

			Shin made a grab for it. ‘My mother wrote it for me,’ he said gruffly. ‘It’s the character for mo – you know, tapir.’

			I’d seen pictures of a tapir. It had a nose like a stunted elephant’s trunk, and black and white markings as if the front of the animal had been dipped in ink, while the back part had been heavily floured, like a rice dumpling. It was supposed to be quite large, almost six feet long, yet difficult to see in the jungle.

			‘Your mother’s writing was beautiful.’ My own mother was illiterate, which was why she’d always been keen on sending me to school and to Chinese brush-writing classes on weekends.

			‘She came from the north of China. That paper is for me. When I have bad dreams. Mo is a dream-eater, don’t you know?’

			‘Do you mean a real tapir, from the jungle?’ I wondered what sort of stories Shin’s mother had told him. My own family had been in Malaya for three generations; though we still spoke Chinese, we’d also adapted to life under British rule here.

			‘No, the dream-eater is a ghost animal. If you have nightmares, you can call it three times to eat the bad dreams. But you have to be careful. If you call it too often it will also gobble up your hopes and ambitions.’

			There was silence while I digested this. I wanted to ask Shin whether this charm for dream-eaters really worked, and whether he’d ever seen one, but he’d fallen asleep, so I crept quietly back to my own bed.

			*

			When people who didn’t know our family circumstances discovered that Shin and I shared the same birthday, they assumed we were twins even though we didn’t look alike. My mother had a soft spot for him, and she’d touch our heads affectionately.

			‘It’s good you have a brother now, Ji Lin.’

			‘But he won’t call me Ah Jie,’ I’d point out, aggrieved. It was my right to be called ‘older sister,’ even if I held that advantage by only five hours. But Shin willfully ignored this, calling me by my given name and sticking out his tongue.

			In some ways it would be better if he still did such things, but the last two years, Shin had grown strangely aloof. It was inev­itable, I supposed, though it stung. But I was too proud to hang around like the other girls and so miserable over being forced to leave school before my Upper Sixth, that I’d had little time to worry about this change in him. If it came down to it, however, I thought I could still rely on Shin. To be my ally, to keep my secrets. And to identify severed fingers. At least, I hoped I could.

			*

			Dinner that night was a silent affair, despite the luxury of a whole steamed chicken rubbed with sesame oil. It sat, expertly chopped into bite-sized pieces, on a large platter. None of us had touched it; it was as mutely reproachful as Shin’s empty seat. My mother asked timidly after him.

			‘He said he’d be out tonight.’ My stepfather shoveled food into his mouth, chewing methodically.

			‘I should have told him I was going to kill a chicken today.’ My mother cast a worried glance at the bird, as though Shin would materialize behind it. I stifled a snort.

			‘How long is he back for?’ I asked.

			‘He has a part-time job at the Batu Gajah hospital, so he’ll be here for the summer.’ My mother looked pleased. Actually, there was no ‘summer’ here in Malaya. It was the tropics, after all, though we’d adopted the vocabulary of summer holidays as a result of being a colony. But I didn’t say any of this aloud. It was always better to say less during mealtimes.

			‘Is Shin staying here?’ Batu Gajah was more than ten miles away. I couldn’t imagine that Shin would choose to spend much time under the same roof as his father.

			‘The hospital has staff quarters. He said it was more convenient.’ She glanced swiftly at my stepfather, who continued chewing in silence. He was in a good mood, I could tell. Ever since Shin had won a scholarship to study medicine, he’d been perversely proud of him. Being congratulated on such a clever son must have gone to his head.

			It was odd that Shin would come to a district hospital like Batu Gajah when he could easily have worked as an orderly at the Singapore General Hospital, as he had over Christmas. I’d never been to Singapore, though I’d pored over postcards of St Andrew’s Cathedral and the famous Raffles Hotel with its Long Bar that ladies weren’t supposed to go to.

			My mother gave another anguished look at the untouched chicken. ‘Whom did Shin go out with tonight?’

			‘Ming, and another friend. Robert, he said.’ My stepfather helped himself to a piece of chicken, and with a sigh, my mother followed suit, placing it on my plate.

			I looked down, embarrassed. Ming was the watchmaker’s son, Shin’s best friend. He was a year older than us, serious and mature, and wore thin, wire-framed spectacles. I’d been in love with him since I was twelve – a hopeless, awkward crush I’d hoped nobody noticed, though my mother’s sympathetic glance seemed a little too knowing. Ming had done well at school and we’d all expected him to go on to further studies, but he’d unexpectedly taken over his father’s business. And a few months ago, I’d heard he was engaged to a girl from Tapah.

			Good for him, I told myself, stabbing the chicken with my chopsticks. Ming was a sincere person; I’d met his fiancée and she seemed like a nice girl, quiet and not flashy. Besides, despite Ming’s kindness to me growing up, he’d never been interested. I knew that very well and had given up on him. Still, hearing his name filled me with an inky, twilight gloom.

			My mother’s debts, Ming’s marriage, and my lack of a future were cold weights on a string of bad luck. And that wasn’t even counting the mummified bottled finger tucked at the very bottom of my traveling basket.

			*

			My stepfather always went to bed early. My mother had also adopted this habit, and soon enough, they retired to their room upstairs. I washed the dishes and put the leftovers into the mesh-screened food cupboard to keep lizards and cockroaches out. Each cupboard leg stood in a small saucer filled with water, so that ants couldn’t climb up. Finally, I collected the food scraps and took them into the back alley for the stray cats.

			It had cooled down, though the sides of the buildings still radiated the heat of the day. The night sky was sprinkled with stars and a thin crackle of music wafted into the evening air. Somewhere, someone was listening to a radio. It was a foxtrot, a dance that I could do with my eyes closed now, humming under my breath.

			The music ended in a smattering of applause. Startled, I turned.

			‘Since when have you been able to dance?’

			He was a shadow in the darkness of the alley, leaning against the wall, but I’d know him anywhere.

			‘How long have you been here?’ I said indignantly.

			‘Long enough.’ Detaching himself from the wall, his dim outline seemed taller, his shoulders wider than before. I couldn’t see the expression on his face and felt suddenly shy. I hadn’t seen Shin for almost a year.

			‘Why didn’t you stay in Singapore?’ I asked.

			‘Oh, so you didn’t want me to come back?’ He was laughing, and I felt a rush of relief. It was the old Shin, my childhood friend.

			‘Who’d want you? Well, maybe Ah Kum does.’

			‘You mean the new girl at the shop?’ He shook his head. ‘My heart belongs to the medical profession.’

			The neighbour’s window banged shut. We were making too much noise in the alley. I headed back towards the fan of light spilling from the kitchen door.

			‘You cut your hair,’ he said in surprise.

			My hand flew to the shorn nape of my neck. Let the jokes begin, I thought grimly. But surprisingly, Shin didn’t say anything else. He sat down at the table and watched as I fidgeted, wiping down an already clean counter. The oil lamp had burned low and the kitchen was full of shadows. I hurriedly asked one question after another about what Singapore was like.

			‘But what have you been doing?’ he asked. ‘Some poor woman probably has a dress that’s sewn inside out.’

			I threw the dishtowel at him. ‘I sew very well. I’m extremely talented, according to Mrs Beaky Tham.’

			‘Is her name really Beaky?’

			‘No, but it should be. She looks like a tiny crow, and she likes to walk into my room and open all the drawers whenever I’m out.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ Shin said, laughing. And then he really did look sorry.

			‘What for?’

			‘Because you should be the one in medical school.’

			‘I could never go.’ I turned away. It was still a sore spot for me. I’d been the one who’d first thought of being a doctor, or some kind of medical aide. Anything to heal the bruises on my mother’s arms, the sprains that she mysteriously developed. ‘I heard you saw Ming tonight.’

			‘And Robert.’ Robert Chiu was Ming’s friend. His father was a barrister who’d been trained in England. All his children had English names – Robert, Emily, Mary, and Eunice – and they had a piano and a gramophone in their large house, which was teeming with servants. Robert and Shin had never really got along. I wondered why the three of them had been together.

			‘Ming asked about you – are you joining us for lunch tomorrow?’ said Shin. Was it pity in his eyes? I didn’t want sympathy.

			‘I have to attend a funeral.’

			‘Whose funeral?’

			I was annoyed with myself for not making up another excuse. ‘Nobody you know. Just an acquaintance.’

			Shin frowned, but he didn’t question me further. In the lamplight, the angles of his cheekbones and jaw were the same, yet sharper, more mature.

			‘I need your help,’ I said. Now was as a good a time as any to show him the finger, without my mother or stepfather around to interfere. ‘It’s an anatomy question. Can you take a look?’

			His eyebrows rose. ‘Don’t you think you should ask someone else?’

			‘It’s a secret. I can’t really ask anyone else.’

			Shin’s face turned red, or perhaps it was just the low light. ‘Maybe you should ask a nurse. I’m not really qualified, and it’s better if a woman examines you.’

			I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s not for me, silly.’

			‘Well, how was I to know?’ Shin rubbed his face, now even more flushed.

			‘Wait here,’ I said. ‘It’s in my room.’

			I hurried upstairs, treading softly to avoid the creaky floorboards, and slipped down the corridor to my room at the back of the house. Moonlight flooded the shutters like pale water. Nothing about that room had changed, not even the position of the bed, still wedged against the wall that separated Shin’s room from mine.

			When I was fourteen, my stepfather had considered moving Shin downstairs, swapping his bedroom for my stepfather’s office, but it proved too inconvenient. He was afraid that Shin and I might sneak into each other’s rooms, which was ridiculous. Shin never came to my room. If we wanted to whisper we crept into the corridor outside or sat on his floor, but my room was mine alone. It was the sole concession to the fact that I was a girl.

			Thrusting my arm into the rattan basket that I used as a travel­ing bag, I fished out the glass vial, tucked in a handkerchief because I didn’t like to look at it.

			Downstairs, I laid it next to the oil lamp. ‘Tell me what you think.’

			Shin unwrapped the handkerchief, his long clever fingers untying the knot. When he saw the finger, he stopped.

			‘Where did you get this?’

			Looking at his dark brows knitted together, I realized I couldn’t possibly let Shin know that I’d lifted it out of a stranger’s pocket while working as a dance hall hostess. No matter how I tried to rationalize the faded gentility of the May Flower or the hardworking girls, it sounded wretched. Worse still, it would reveal my mother’s gambling debts.

			‘I found it. It came out of someone’s pocket.’

			Shin turned the bottle from side to side, narrowing his eyes.

			‘Well?’ I squeezed my own hands under the table.

			‘I’d say it’s the distal and middle phalanges of a finger. Possibly the pinky, from the size.’

			‘Could it be an orangutan’s?’

			‘The proportions look human to me. Besides, look at the fingernail. Doesn’t it look trimmed?’

			I’d noticed that myself. ‘Why does it look mummified?’

			‘It’s dried out, so maybe it happened naturally, like beef jerky.’

			‘Don’t talk about beef jerky,’ I said gloomily.

			‘So how exactly did you get this again?’

			‘I told you, I found it.’ Pushing my chair back, I said hastily, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll return it. Thanks for taking a look. Good night.’

			As I retreated up the stairs, I felt his opaque gaze following me.
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