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  In memory of my parents




  For the sons and daughters of Malaysia,


  the land that has bred and nourished us,


  to which we all belong.




  





  ‘. . . the earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth.’




  – CHIEF SEATTLE, 1851




  





  Prelude: Engi




  MAY 1938




  My father once told me, if there was an outside man I could trust, that person would be Taukeh Chai. I was seven and naked, my first loincloth hidden still in the inner bark of

  the terap tree, yet to be peeled and made into the material to cover my boyhood shame.




  That day, I squatted with Father under a tree and peered out between bird’s-nest ferns at Taukeh Chai the Chinaman, standing in the clearing at the edge of the forest.




  Why doesn’t he just leave and go home? I stared up at Father; he pressed his forefinger to his lips, shaking his head, smiling, eyes squeezed into slits on his crumpled face. He was happy.

  He did this only when he was happy, when he returned from his hunting trips with a wild boar on his back. A really big one. Father was a good hunter, the best of the tribe. Only a giant boar would

  make him smile until he lost his eyes. But he didn’t go hunting that day. He was seeing off the Chinaman whom he’d looked after for two weeks. He’d taken me with him.




  When I looked ahead again the Chinaman was gazing in our direction, his eyes searching. I sniggered quietly, covering my mouth with a hand, and shrank further into the clump of foliage. Father

  rapped lightly at my head, another warning, though his muted laughter didn’t escape me. We knew he didn’t see us – how would he? We are chameleons in the wild, camouflaged among

  the trees and leaves; but I saw him waving into the air, his hand slow and heavy. On a ground void of shelter there was a lone figure, small, exposed, vulnerable.




  Did light play its trick or did he really cry? Under the naked sun his eyes gleamed suddenly like the morning dew reflecting dawn rays; he wiped the back of his hand over them hastily, shaking

  his head. He continued standing for a while before threading the path out of the forest. Father had his big grin still hanging on his face when we walked back to our quarter. It was then Father

  told me the Chinaman was a friend – his first outside friend.




  His name was Chai Mingzhi. Father called him taukeh, ‘boss’, even though he wasn’t one yet. Not then.




  *




  I was born in the forest; so was my father. As was my father’s father, and his father. How many forefathers were there before them when the first took his place on this

  land? That I’m not able to count, but Father told me:




  ‘It began from the day the world started. When the sun and the moon began to take their turns in the sky, and birds emerged from the horizon, flapping their wings, singing. When the soil

  spread over the barren land, and green trees and red flowers, animals and snakes, beetles and butterflies rose from the earth and found their territories. Then the land opened up, became a river,

  and fish and prawns squeezed themselves out from the riverbed and swam freely in the water.




  ‘We were as free as the animals and fish in our world.’ Father paused, his bleary eyes gazing deep into mine: ‘Listen carefully, Engi, my son: there wasn’t an outside

  world during those early days; there was only Our World, the forest that was, and the forest was everything on this land.’




  Father told me this when we sat under the rambutan tree after dinner, he chewing betel nuts wrapped in sireh or smoking self-grown tobacco rolled in leaves, while we children surrounded

  him hungry for stories the way he and his siblings once urged tales from their father, who got his from their grandfather.




  I had always been a keen listener, always fought for the best seat, close enough for Father to reach my shoulder: a light touch, a squeeze, a look in the eyes at times when emphasis was needed.

  The hardest squeeze would come some time during Father’s pipe-smoking break, when he lowered his head to face me, lowered his voice too, deep like a boar’s grunt:




  ‘I want you to remember all these, Engi. One day you’ll tell them all to your children. Promise me, my son.’ I would simply nod, my young head filled instead with questions

  about the outside men, eagerly pressing Father to move on.




  When did the first of these people come? Father couldn’t tell exactly but said they came by sea from the opposite shore, Sumatra that is now: they cut down trees, they made their homes

  here.




  ‘Our ancestors kept quiet; they did nothing to stop them,’ Father said. ‘Because they thought there were enough fish and boars for extra people, our ancestors were contented

  with their little corner in the forest.




  ‘Later, though, these outside men felled more trees, built more houses, and the edge of the forest receded by day, by month, by year. Before long, they broke into the forest, killed our

  people, burned our huts.




  ‘There were more of them than us, and the daggers they brought with them would kill our people instantly with their wavy blades when they pierced into the bodies. They called it kris,

  their deadly weapon. Our blowpipes are made for killing animals from a distance; they are not designed to harm a human in close contact.




  ‘They killed the babies, took away young women and men and made them slaves. They made the women sleep with them, and cook and clean for them; they made the men work in the fields. They

  said the lands were theirs, and they were the rightful “sons of the soil”. Because the land was called Malayadvipa by the ancient Indian traders, they became the Malays.’

  A hand on my thin shoulder, Father spat a big lump of chewed betel on the ground – tuh! – bloody red against the dark earth.




  After each harvest, Father told me, our ancestors burned the land and retreated deeper and deeper into the forest.




  ‘Another group of people, the Chinese, then journeyed ashore across the ocean from the north. Where they came from, there were dragons hovering on the yellow land, whipping up yellow dust

  as they danced and hopped, sprinkling it on the people underneath. With that their skins took the colour of the earth.




  ‘It was four hundred years ago.’ Father counted his fingers. ‘This first lot of Chinamen and women didn’t give us trouble. Their dragon boat brought with it, in the

  entourage of hundreds of young men and women, a princess who was sent to be the wife of the Malay King.’




  *




  I would only learn of the Chinese princess years later, in 1905, five years after Father and I saw off the Chinaman at the edge of the forest. I was twelve, brimming with pride

  for my first hunt of the boar all by myself, and eager to rush out there for more, not knowing that it would also be my last.




  That year, Father sent me to Taukeh Chai to be his apprentice.




  *




  She was Hang Li Po, the princess, married to Sultan Megat Iskandar Syah, the second ruler of the Malacca sultanate. I read of her in a book from Taukeh Chai’s study, of

  her being the daughter of Emperor Yung-Lo of the Ming Dynasty, sacrificed for a diplomatic kinship.




  During the two-hour daily reading session that Taukeh Chai scheduled for me, I squatted restlessly between neatly stacked-up shelving units, pretending I was in a corner of the forest. Leaning

  against the wall, my rough, sunburnt body fidgeted awkwardly in the stiff, over-starched linen; my skin, where it escaped my new shirt, starkly dark against the whitewash behind me.




  Had she, Princess Hang Li Po, ever grudged her father for sending her away? What went through her mind as she was carried in the royal sedan to her new home? Did she miss her palace, her

  parents, her siblings, her summer gardens? Did she miss sitting by the window reciting her favourite poems which her husband was unable to comprehend? If she had learned the new language of her new

  world, would she forget the old?




  Cowering there, I read the fate of a dislocated young woman, speculating on her pain, her suffering, asking questions that had no answers.




  The forest of books was never the dense, shadowy woods of my natural world, and quite often, simmering in the unbearable heat of the populous town, I thought of the clear stream and yearned to

  have a dip in it.




  *




  In Taukeh Chai’s study I also read about another outside man called Parameswara, who’d become the ruler of Malacca in 1401 before the first white men stepped on this

  land. An outside man he was, as his ancestors were from the Srivijaya empire of Hindu descent who’d settled in Palembang. Forced out by the Majapahit, they found refuge in Temasek which is

  today’s Singapore. A new palace, a new life; generations passed. Yet the Majapahit would not leave them in peace, and during his time, Parameswara, the young Prince, began his own journey

  across the strait to the Malay Peninsula. He would find his way to Malacca, would build his kingdom there after an encounter with a mouse deer, would bring wealth and glory to the sultanate for

  generations to come.




  How similar, I marvelled as I read on, the second part of Parameswara’s journey was to Taukeh Chai’s! From Singapore to Malacca, from rags to riches; both foreigners. The only

  difference is the former made this land his, declaring his empire on it, while the latter? Always finding himself and his compatriots holding on to a clump of loose soil, dangling on an escarpment,

  and there are approaching feet, stamping on the hands that have worked in the mines, the plantations, that have fertilized this part of earth with prosperity, and wishing them to fall. How could

  the human heart be so cruel? If we could take them all in, why couldn’t they, the incumbents, take in the newcomers?




  *




  Even now as a forty-five-year-old living in the forest I’d once left behind, the questions would rise and ebb at times. In the deep of the night I would sit on the

  mengkuang mat in a pool of flickering candlelight, pen in hand, striving to chronicle the life of the man who changed my fate: Chai Mingzhi, my guardian of twenty years; the thorn in my

  heart. I would see them, Parameswara the ancient knight riding high on his war horse, trotting around, taunting Chai the pigtailed Chinaman whose face is obscured in whirls of dust, and I would

  drop my pen and sigh. How could I write about my subject if I couldn’t even have a clear view of him?




  Eventually, I pushed everything to one side, the project abandoned.




  Until two days ago, when a forest collector found his way to my shelter.




  The messenger, a young Chinese man I’d never met, refused the tea I offered, refused also to enter my hut; stood instead, a hand on the wild rambutan tree, towering over me. ‘He

  wants to see you, that Taukeh Chai.’ I looked up at him, my back leaning against the doorpost, my mind trying to work out what that meant. It’s been thirteen years since I last saw my

  former guardian: thirteen years of silence between us.




  The young man had certainly heard of me from the elderly of the community; his curious eyes searched me for traces of the boy in the stories that have been circulating in that seaside town of

  Malacca. Aware of my stare, he scratched his head, an awkward smile on his face, and said hastily: ‘Not a good time, you know. Not a good time for your old boss, for us all, the

  Chinese.’ And with equal haste, he blurted out the happenings at the Minang Villa, the proud residence of my former guardian.




  ‘. . . Riot . . . Minang Villa . . . land . . .’ His voice seemed to sound from a distance away. Unreal. ‘. . . Attempted arson . . . he was attacked and had a

  stroke—’ I straightened my body abruptly. Been attacked? Had a stroke? When? How? Why? How is he? I heard nothing else from the messenger, knew nothing as to when he walked away.




  I will return, I murmured.




  Two days now since the visit of the Chinese messenger, memories of the past rise and surge, the force so strong I can no longer ignore it. Today, on the eve of my return to the Minang Villa

  – my first in thirteen years – I search through the notes taken over my time in the outside world and trace back to the beginning. I try to clear a path solely for Chai Mingzhi, only to

  find Parameswara, again, in his royal costume, sticking his head up, peeping. And suddenly I know. I know I can’t abandon him, the same way historians of the Malay Peninsula can’t

  abandon the like of my guardian and his compatriots in their chronicles.




  I’ll let him surface, Parameswara; I’ll let him punctuate episodes of the Chinaman’s life. On my exercise book, two lines are drawn – one of Chai Mingzhi’s life, in

  the early twentieth century; the other, Parameswara’s, from the late fourteenth century – with a five-hundred-year gap between them. Only by comparing the similarities between their

  journeys will the differences in the outcomes appear stark.




  I am ready to begin my story.




  





  PART ONE




  Two Men, One Journey, Five Hundred Years Apart




  





  1




  The Journey Begins




  SOUTH CHINA SEA, JUNE 1900




  Dawn. The chill woke him. Snuggling up, he opened his eyes to a still-black sky, confused, not knowing where he was. Lying still, he listened – the waves, the low droning

  of the engine, the tiny movements of the many bodies around him – and gradually walked out of his dreams. He pulled his collar up against the sharp wind, glad for another day gone by.




  He was Chai Mingzhi, a sixth-ranking mandarin of the Qing Court. He was on his way to Nanyang, the South Seas – like many others, most of them starving peasants turned contract workers,

  aboard this cargo ship – together with his sister Meilian and her daughter Jiaxi, and his friends Tiansheng and Martin, an English, who was also Meilian’s fiancé.




  The deck was quiet, suffused with the rhythmic breathing of sound sleep from the exhausted bodies crammed around him. Like them, he was driven out from the hold to the deck – from the

  inside heat, crowdedness and smells of sweat, urine and excrement, to the airy outside – despite the chill that would sometimes seep into the bones in the small hours, as long as Captain

  Cochrane permitted.




  Tiansheng must be somewhere close by, he knew. His friend would not leave him out of sight, always watchful, always ready to extend a helping hand when needed. A stumble on the deck, and support

  would come swift and strong from behind. And sometimes, even when not needed. An eye glued to his back, unable to be shrugged off. It must have been wearing him out, he sighed. And

  Tiansheng was one year younger than he was! Sleeping soundly now, Tiansheng was, perhaps, among the rest on the floor. Taking care not to stir, not to make a noise, Mingzhi tied a knot in the loose

  end of his cotton belt, something he’d done yesterday, and the day before, and before – each of the passing days since boarding the ship. He counted: six.




  It is only the beginning. He let go of his belt, fidgeted lightly, trying to make himself comfortable. He thought of his sister, Meilian, and wondered how she and her daughter Jiaxi

  were coping on the other side of the deck. Martin will take care of them; I’m sure he will, he convinced himself, knowing he should trust his future brother-in-law.




  Mingzhi heaved a sigh, relaxed.




  Lying there, he tilted his head and stared out at the horizon, at the streaks of red, orange and purple crisscrossing the background of dark blue. He’d been waiting for it, the best moment

  of the day, before the cries for food, for water, for space began. Only at this moment he was free. Alone. Being cradled in the ever-changing sky above and the soothing sound of the water

  below.




  Waiting for tomorrow.




  And tomorrow.




  *




  It was noon when he saw Martin approaching, threading through the crowd, most of them out on the deck now, sitting, squatting or sauntering among the cargo onboard.




  ‘Come with me. Let me talk to Captain Cochrane. Let me tell him who you are.’ Martin, who had found his friend at the stern, sounded pressing, almost pleading. ‘A sixth-ranking

  mandarin has boarded his ship – what an honour! He would happily let you share his cabin. Think about the cosy room. The meat and the wine.’




  Mingzhi shook his head, silent. It was a quiet afternoon. From where they stood, he could see speckles of silver on the sea surface, glinting in the noon sun, fishes whose names were still

  unknown to him.




  At Martin’s request the English captain had let this fellow countryman of his, his fiancée Meilian and her daughter, two of a handful of women on board, shelter at the companionway

  leading to the captain’s cabin, away from the hold that was overcrowded with cargo and people. The commander of the ship had, however, turned a deaf ear to Martin’s mention of Mingzhi

  and Tiansheng.




  ‘You give them an inch and they’re ready to climb over your head. They should think themselves lucky, those two CHINESE women. I might change my mind any time, you know?’ The

  captain had thrown a side glance at his fellow Englishman and walked away.




  Despite much persuasion from Martin, Mingzhi had forbidden his friend from revealing to Captain Cochrane his mandarin status.




  ‘Think about Meilian and Jiaxi, then. It will be at least a month before we arrive in Singapore.’ Martin came closer. Mingzhi felt his friend’s hot breath on his face.

  ‘Look at them. Do you want them to suffer all the way to Nanyang?’




  His back against the railing, Mingzhi peered across to where the mother and daughter were, at the top of the companionway, crouching, sheltering under the narrow sunshield. Her hand holding on

  to her mother’s arm, Jiaxi stared up and caught her uncle’s eyes. She nodded, did not look away, did not appear pitiable, a faint smile on her face. A brave girl she is, only

  fourteen. Mingzhi nodded in response, relieved.




  ‘Let me go and talk to the captain, OK?’ Martin raised his voice this time, impatient to proceed with his plan.




  ‘No, don’t.’ Mingzhi turned to face his friend. ‘No one would know my past. Not now, and never in future.’




  ‘But—’




  ‘Mandarin or not mandarin, it’s all over now.’




  Martin’s shoulders dropped. He shook his head as he retreated, making his way back to his fiancée.




  *




  The eighth day, and there had been a tumult among the passengers since the morning, suppressed talk at first, gradually becoming louder. Mingzhi looked across the crowd at

  Tiansheng who, surprisingly, averted his gaze. What is it? He doesn’t want me to know? He pushed his way to his friend.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  Tiansheng’s head drooped; not a word.




  ‘It’s the Imperial City.’ Martin, who had just joined them, appeared worried. News had been spreading among the sailors, he said, and now leaked to others on board. British

  troops, he explained, using the Boxers’ attacks as a ruse, had allied with the Russian, American, French, Japanese, German, Austrian and Italian; they had marched into the Imperial City and

  broken into the Forbidden Palace.




  Mingzhi felt a sharp pain at his heart. He glanced around and saw his fellow passengers’ indignation: the suppressed whispers, angry veins, red faces and teary eyes. Holding his chest, he

  quietly stepped away, gesturing to his friends not to follow, and retreated to a quiet corner.




  There were peals of laughter from a couple of English seamen near the stern.




  ‘So they call it the Heavenly Palace? Heaven or hell, it’s all ours now!’




  ‘Look at them, a bunch of sick yellow men of Asia. A look at them makes me sick, too.’




  Mingzhi shrank further, hands clasping tight at the railing.




  He was glad that he had stood by his decision not to reveal his real identity to Captain Cochrane. A runaway official from the Qing Court, which had supported the anti-foreigner rebels, would

  have been conveniently singled out to be their clear target. Yet he felt it still, the mocking and the sneers.




  Never ever board the Englishmen’s ships, some of the evacuees had warned them as they were waiting at the river port in the southern town to chance the ocean. They had described the

  humiliating treatment by arrogant westerners, the struggle for space between overloaded cargo in a vessel not meant for accommodating passengers. But the decision to leave had come quick and

  unexpected. They were fortunate enough, with Martin’s connections, to secure places on the ship alongside four hundred others, mostly workers contracted by English companies in the tropics.

  From the deck he had watched the rest of the evacuees – many of them sympathizers of the Boxers – clamber onto their boats. They had darted at passengers on the tall ship – among

  them Mingzhi and his party – occasional contemptuous stares and, at the English seamen, a grudging gaze. He had flinched, uneasy.




  They were right, he sighed, pulling his gown tighter against the cold wind.




  Standing there, alone, Mingzhi fixed his gaze on the distant horizon. There were only glitters of silver in the bright noon sun, wavering in light breeze, bubbling off. He strained his eyes for

  a glimpse of yellow earth, some seagull, so hard that his temples throbbed. No, the land he’d fled from was no longer in sight. A sudden constriction in his stomach had him doubled over; he

  clutched at the iron bar, a hand on his abdomen, retching. Tears squeezed out of his tightly sealed lids.




  When it was over, sitting on the deck floor leaning against the railing, he tried to think what he could have done if he were there. Nothing. Nothing I could’ve done, he mumbled.

  Even before, he’d been struggling to meet the demands from his greedy superiors. With the government’s coffers now empty, the corrupters would be more corrupt, would have pressurized

  him further with impossibly higher tax targets. I was right to leave, he convinced himself. Exodus like the one he was in, he envisaged, would happen more frequently, with greater

  numbers.




  To foreign lands.




  America, Europe, South East Asia.




  Anywhere, just not staying in their homes.




  And he would be in the tropics in a matter of days.




  *




  The tenth day, and the storm struck in the deep of the night, quick, without warning. From nowhere the wind swooped across, beating up mountains of dark water. Asleep and

  unprepared, he felt the strong impact, a sharp pain, and found himself thrown onto the many bodies crammed around him on the deck, into the heat, the sweat, the cries and screams. Together they

  were hurled around like the miniature rabbit and turtles in his childhood games. Helpless hands rose and bodies struggled to squeeze out from the piled-up human flesh.




  Mingzhi was jostled, pushed against something hard and knocked his head. He groped at the slender fixture behind him. The spar! He grabbed at it and pulled himself free from the crowd, clinging

  tightly to it. Another surge came before he could catch a breath, more forceful this time. The ship keeled suddenly then plummeted. His hands and legs wrapped around the spar like a needy child, he

  felt the many bodies rolling past, sometimes crashing onto him. He heard their helpless cries and sounds of retching amid the crashing winds, but there was something else. He pricked his ears, and

  although quite faintly, he could make out the sounds of objects plunging into the water. Flop! Flop! Flop! He let his imagination stop there.




  He could feel the wind lashing like a riding crop onto his lean body, weakened after ten days at sea, but nothing came to his open eyes. Only blackness. Amid it, the occasional blinding cracks

  of lightning, then the vague shuffling figures around him, the inky water that reeled – splashing on board at times. Cries of infants pierced the adults’ moans of pain. He thought of

  the little ones pressed against their mothers’ bosoms. How are they going to survive this? He closed his eyes. The howling waves, wind, thunder shouted loud into his ears.




  The next attack came like an explosion. No! He lost hold of the spar, slipping down with the rest to the other side. He fumbled: hands reached out frantically. The shrouds! He clutched

  at one of them, felt the burning sensation on his palms and knew they were bleeding from the quick chafe. Crouching, he gritted his teeth, swore never to let go this time. Around him, there were

  sounds of banging, of bodies colliding with bodies. More tearing moans, more retching, more shrieking cries. More sounds of successive flopping. This time he couldn’t help wondering, who

  could they be? Old Chong the elderly peasant who’d ignored kind advice to shelter in the hold, insisting on staying on the deck to ‘get closer to the sky’? Or Young Li, the

  sixteen-year-old who’d had his arm chopped off by the equally poor farmers for stealing food from them? Or—




  His heart stopped. He struggled to get up, pressing his hand down, and it landed on someone’s back. He ignored the yelling and the curses that followed and called out—




  ‘Meilian!’




  ‘We’re here! We’re fine.’ His sister sounded weak, a distance away, from the direction of the captain’s cabin.




  ‘They’ll all be fine.’ A pat on his shoulder. He looked up. It was Tiansheng; he’d found Mingzhi and moved closer to him from wherever he’d been, as always.

  ‘Martin is taking care of them.’




  Mingzhi crouched again, his back against Tiansheng, staring into the dark water ahead. He thought of the boats he’d seen during the day, the junks that were much smaller but packed with

  people, the starving peasants who wished for a better life, who would work in the mines and on someone else’s farms. He thought of the paper boats his uncle had taught him to fold as a child,

  that would, each time, sink fast in the clear, tranquil water of the lily pond in their garden, ruffled only by occasional breeze.




  But this was no breeze. The wind howled and whipped across; sharp blades sliced from all directions, slashing at his naked face and limbs, and his gown clung tight to him. With that, something

  came to his mind, a vague picture of a similar kind, of ferocious wind slapping against a trembling, lean body. His sister’s.




  It was Meilian’s wedding, he remembered.




  He was six then, had just started school, and had been enjoying his after-school hours with his sisters, sharing his newly acquired knowledge, practising calligraphy with them,

  who’d been deprived the chance of education. While his second sister, Meifong, quickly lost interest, impatient with ink-grinding and memorizing the poems, every day the eldest, Meilian,

  would wait patiently inside the specially curtained corner in Mingzhi’s room, anticipating another poem, another story, another form of calligraphic stroke.




  Read for me, she would say, pointing randomly at the neatly written blocks of verse on the threaded pages. And Mingzhi, eager to impress his sister, had always been quick to obey, rattling them

  off, his effeminate childish voice filling the space behind the cotton shield, wrapping them in it. Only them. He would stare up at his sister, at her dreamy eyes, sometimes brimming with tears,

  sometimes sparkling with – delight? Astonishment? Anger? Somehow he knew, though, whatever it had been, he was supposed to keep it to himself, a secret they shared.




  Before long, Meilian was able to browse the book for her favourites, even from those he hadn’t yet learned, reading them softly, and eventually memorizing them by heart. He would hear her

  repeatedly murmur:




  

    

      

        

          After drinking wine at twilight




          under the chrysanthemum hedge,




          My sleeves are perfumed




          by the faint fragrance of the plants.




          Oh, I cannot say it is not enchanting,




          Only, when the west wind stirs the curtain,




          I see that I am leaner




          than the yellow flowers.


        


      


    


  




  How could a person be leaner than a flower? He asked her and Meilian sighed and shook her head: ‘You’ll know it one day.’ Her melancholy escaped the

  child’s innocent ears. Now clinging to the shroud like a monkey, he pressed his face on the roughness of the hemp rope, feeling his cheek chafed with each convulsion. We could all be

  leaner than this. Our lives. That same year he would learn also what life meant when his second sister Meifong lay unconscious in bed, succumbing to the deadly plague that had swept the

  village, and later, when his mother’s shrill cry came through as he and Meilian cuddled together and shivered in his room.




  The next thing he knew was Meilian’s wedding. To chase away all bad luck that had befallen the family and bring forth good fortune, his grandfather said. It was gusty on the big day, so

  strong the wind that the fat string of firecrackers, ignited upon the sedan’s arrival, danced like a wild dragon on the doorpost, spurting fire, blurting out its anger. He winced,

  uncharacteristically, against his earlier anticipation of the spectacular displays he and other children of his age were usually fond of. It was then, when hiding behind his uncle in the crowd, he

  stuck out his head and saw her – Meilian, covered up from top to toe in red, being led out from the mansion. The wind surged across towards her as she stepped over the main-door threshold for

  the first time. She swayed and trembled in her heavy costume and for a second, stopped – only a second – and was quickly ushered forward. Her crimson gown and the equally striking long

  veil under her headpiece slapped against her body as she climbed into the red sedan.




  She was fourteen then, the age of Jiaxi, her only daughter, now.




  I’ve promised them a better future. I will see to it! Mingzhi thrust his fist on the floor. Lowering his torso, he let the wobbling waves rock him. ‘A

  natural cradle’ – he recalled Martin’s words. Martin the optimist. He smiled quietly as he remembered how his friend had, during the calm start of their long journey,

  jokingly held Mingzhi’s shoulders and rocked him to the near-rhythmic motion of the ship. But now they were plunged up and down, and his stomach surged, aggravated by the fishy, sour smell of

  vomit that rose with each convulsion, each passing of the wind. He held his breath, suppressing the rumbling in his chest, and shut his eyes and ears, too. Think, try to think of something.

  Anything. Like the piece of gold, the only one they had, sewn into the inner pocket of his gown. He felt it with his hand, knew it was there. He felt also, as he concentrated, the bundle on

  his back, the hard edge that jarred at his spine.




  It was the duplicated book of the family tree of the Chai clan.




  On the night before leaving, he had carefully copied down the details from the original. He would keep it on the ancestral altar of his new place, perhaps, if he had one, or simply in a solid

  wooden box. Don’t they produce durable, beautiful teak there? He would lock it away and start his own record of the family tree. The sea had separated them all: the place he

  came from and the people, their lives and their doings, right or wrong, moral or immoral. It didn’t matter now, for all was to be forgotten, like the old clan book, click, locked away and

  never to be looked into again. Why bother bringing it along, then? His mind turned blank for a second, then quickly he shook his head.




  Stay focused. He would begin the book with his very own name. No. He bit his lips. There would be new rules in the new place, and Meilian, as the eldest of his would-be

  household, despite being a woman and having a married name, would take precedence over him.




  He imagined wielding a giant brush saturated with thick black ink and writing swiftly:




  

    

      

        

          Chai’s Clan Book




          From Summer 1900 Onwards


        


      


    


  




  As he planned the list to be filled in his family record, his hand landed on the floor—




  Some sticky liquid was pasted on his palm and fingers. The fishy, sour smell returned, even stronger now. Unable to contain it any longer, he threw up, and gone were the book, the writing, the

  listing. He was back to the chaos around him: the people, the noises, the reeling. He stared up. A flash of lightning tore across the sky and he saw, in the near distance, Tiansheng’s

  watchful eyes. Mingzhi lowered his head.




  He closed his eyes, held his breath and let his body rock, again and again, to the movement of the water underneath. He knew the rain that would follow would wash away the filth, just like the

  many other nights.




  We have to survive this. Tiansheng lifted his face, staring hard into the darkness above him. I will not let fate take over me; never again.




  At least twice he’d grappled with Death, and twice he’d made narrow escapes. To him, life couldn’t have been any harder.




  He had been an opera apprentice, stage name Little Sparrow. He was sold to the Northern Opera Troupe as a child by his starving parents. First came the hard training, day and night, interlaced

  with frequent punishments for a wrong step or an awkward twist of the wrist, or a slip of the lyrics. Long hours spent squelching, stretching his vocal cords to the highest notes, or half-squatting

  on a bench under the scorching sun: bent knees trembled, head spun. Then the strenuous, perilous journeys: trudging in the wild and the mountains, crossing the surging Yellow River and drifting

  along the Yangtze.




  Over the years he watched new actors, new musicians, new runners bustle in, while the old, the incompetent were quietly discharged. He watched insecure, eager actors fighting against each other:

  seniors hiding their best tricks from juniors, juniors stabbing seniors’ backs. He watched them curry favour with the troupe manager and flirt with the rich and powerful in the cities and

  towns and villages where they perched, and grew lonelier.




  He found no confidant in his world.




  He watched the gaudy blood-red NORTHERN OPERA banner fade into dull pink as he pulled it off the bamboo pole after every final show in the city or town

  or village they stopped at. Then moved to another town, stuck in the pole, hung the banner. The spindly stick swayed feebly even in the slightest breeze; extending itself up into the air, drooping,

  the laced satin announced not the troupe’s fame but the teenager’s solitude, his despair.




  In a hilly village in Shanxi, he saw an old busker play a bamboo-leaf flute outside a shack by the gravel path as the carts of costumes and set pieces trundled by. He saw that the musician

  squatted firmly in the suddenly raised yellow dust, eyes closed, soft, trembling notes hovering in the evening air, unperturbed by the surrounding hustle. Walking past, the teenage opera singer

  thought he saw a glimpse of smile among the deep creases on the weather-worn face. A smile of contentment.




  That night and a few more that followed, he sneaked out of the village temple where the troupe settled and staged their shows, went to the old man and learned the trick (he scrunched fifty

  leaves before perfecting the flute) and the music (simple, basic melody) from him. At first he was thrilled, immersed in the fine, wavering sounds: his world; a flicker of hope. Later, as he dipped

  deep into his music and began to create his own tunes, the tinge of sadness was so palpable he knew he would never be free, physically or mentally.




  Nothing will get me out of this deep abyss, he realized. Training, punishment, performance, travel. Training, punishment, performance, travel. This is my fate, he told himself,

  and resigned himself to confiding in his flute. Sitting long hours in quiet corners; tremulous notes threading through silent nights. Until he arrived in the remote village, entered the mansion the

  troupe performed in, which was Mingzhi’s home, and discovered an equally lonely soul in the young man.




  Every night the two sneaked out of the mansion and met by the river, sitting and talking long into the small hours, happy and content. He did not know then that their friendship, disapproved of

  by Mingzhi’s grandfather, would cost him his position in the troupe.




  ‘Who do you think you are? A sing-song actor wants to link arms with the heir to a landlord?’ the hooked-nose troupe manager, who’d bought him from his parents with two sacks

  of rice, taunted. ‘We will manage without you, but we can’t without those landlords. Birthdays, new births, festivals, harvests. How can we survive without any of those? You tell me.

  Only those rich men can afford them.’




  The middle-aged man who had seen the young apprentice grow under his shelter turned his back on him, his voice echoing in the vast courtyard:




  

    

      ‘Don’t blame me. You sealed your own fate.’




      Thump! The door closed behind the budding actor.


    


  




  Flashes of lightning criss-crossed the sky. Tiansheng glanced at Mingzhi in the near distance, his shrunken figure. All of a sudden, and for the first time, the questions came

  to him: If I’d known then, would I have befriended him? Was it a blessing or a curse, to be thrown out of the troupe? He wondered if he hadn’t met his friend, would he have

  become a lead opera singer? Would the name Little Sparrow shine through all corners as his predecessors’ did?




  Immediately he was stricken by his shameful thoughts. He straightened his back and fixed his eyes ahead to where the crouching shape was, and concentrated.




  A rumbling sound moved across the water. He heard it coming; the rain now pattered heavily on the deck like a hail of bullets, shooting forcefully at his head, his shoulders, his back. Just

  the right time. In dire need of a good wash to clear his mind, he let his face take the blows in full. Around him, people cheered. Heads tilted up, chapped lips opened wide, they let the sweet

  juice of the sky moisten their dry throats, fill their empty stomachs; let the heavy beads hit hard against their exhausted bodies, skeletal limbs.




  Tiansheng, with his eyes closed, wrapped in a noise cocoon with sheets of rain over him, fell abruptly into a scene hidden in a secluded corner of his mind. There was shouting, there was

  beating, there was kicking. He saw that he was the one being shouted at, beaten, kicked. He saw that, in the midst, he’d raised a knife and thrust it into the bare chest of one of his

  attackers; he saw that that was none other but Mingzhi’s estranged half-brother; he heard a tearing scream; he saw his victim collapse before him, his eyes roll up – No!

  Tiansheng opened his eyes. The spasm and the blood that would have followed retreated to their hiding place, only awaiting the right time for a comeback. They would follow him like the invisible

  stamp of ‘murderer’ on his forehead.




  He wiped his face again, as if to clear away the imagery. It was just another night. The rain would stop, so would the thunder and lightning. As would everything else. So he wished.




  Meilian, huddling together with Jiaxi on the companion-way, rested her body against the side wall, a hand holding tight to the edge of the wooden panel under her, another

  around her daughter. A short while ago Meilian had heard it coming, the rain, thundering on the overhead shelter so narrow, and beads of water were soon beginning to splash onto her body.

  Shivering, she thought of it falling full on her brother.




  It must be unpleasant. Meilian thought of her brother’s court office-cum-residence in Pindong Town, the silky satin over the soft mattress in his bedroom. He was a mandarin,

  Mingzhi, dined on delicate bird’s-nest soup and fine o-long, dressed in the official eaglet-emblem that declared his power and authority. She thought of the many sleepless nights he

  spent studying, the three rounds of tedious exams, the long, heart-gnawing anticipation for the posting. His pledge to help the people. He gives them all up. She was certain that he did it

  for her, as always. Only he would care.




  The day when she stepped into the sedan to the man twice her age, Meilian thought her life was over. As second wife, her only function in the household was reproduction. A son,

  that was all they needed, to continue the family line. Those barren first years and after giving birth to Jiaxi (A girl, useless!), Meilian bowed her head – lower than the

  maids’ – against her mother-in-law’s cynicism.




  Her husband – the son of Mandarin Liu, the commanding official of Pindong Town, fifteen miles away from her village – was nothing like his authoritarian, money-grubbing and

  power-crazed father. A skinny, timid man, he was never rude to her; never did he care for her either. Put simply, she was one of his many opium cases (silver, ivory, gold) in the glass display

  cabinet, only catching his eye once in a while; but more often, he would past it by unnoticed. He knew Meilian’s function well and dutifully played his ‘good son’ role, squeezing

  the remainder of his energy (after his opium and brothel consumptions) onto his young wife, who’d never hissed a protest.




  The dutiful son squeezed the last of his energy to produce a son before collapsing in his opium couch, a year after Junwei’s birth.




  At her husband’s funeral, Meilian staged the best show of her life to the surprise and satisfaction of the critical, gossipy relatives and her mandarin father-in-law’s favour-seeking

  visitors. She wailed and howled and beat her chest like most wives in mourning would at the wake, chanting: ‘Why did you leave so early? How bitter my life has become!’ In her heart she

  was laughing out loud, for the absurdity of such a performance expected from a widow and the unexpected talent she newly discovered. The effect was the unstoppable tears that rolled out of her

  otherwise dry eyes, drained from the many nights weeping in lonely darkness while her husband, after fulfilling his duty, drowned in his post-opium sleep.




  A son, a daughter. Life would be different from now on with only them, she’d thought.




  She was over-optimistic.




  Junwei was only six when a murder took place in a brothel in Pindong, involving Mandarin Liu’s nephew who, according to eyewitnesses, was the clear culprit. Having just lost his only son,

  the mandarin had transferred his hopes to his nephew. Using his position, Mandarin Liu conveniently found a scapegoat to seal the case. It didn’t seal the mouths of his long-term enemies,

  though; the incident was a godsend opportunity for them to lodge a report at the heart of the Forbidden Palace.




  But he was lucky still, Mandarin Liu, being tipped off by an informant a night before the siege. That night, he summoned his family members to the central hall. Standing in the spacious room, he

  gave his instructions on what to pack and what not to, and for carriages to be ready at the back door. ‘Quick, careful, not a noise,’ he commanded, his voice as firm as his face.




  Then he turned to Meilian.




  ‘Such an inauspicious woman! First my son, now the family!’ The old man spat at the daughter-in-law he would rather not have. ‘You will not come with us, nor will your

  daughter. Never!’




  Pale-faced, Meilian rushed back to her room, where Junwei was soundly asleep. Earlier on that frantic night, Meilian had combed her son’s hair as she always did before bed. The wind during

  the day’s courtyard playtime had messed it up and the claw stuck in it, a sudden pull. ‘Ouch!’ Junwei frowned a naughty boy’s frown: mouth twisted to one side, eyes

  narrowed, blinking, blinking.




  ‘Promise me, don’t hurt me again, Mum.’ His mouth jutted out, his cheek bulged with indignant air. Meilian squeezed his rounded face, her heart melting into waters. ‘No,

  not tomorrow, not the day after; I promise.’




  There was no tomorrow for them. Hours later, Junwei was snatched from his bed, his tiny hands rubbing his sleepy eyes. Away.




  In her bound feet Meilian wobbled to the hall. It was empty. She hurried to the back door, only to see the last of the carriages bolt off in a swirl of dust. Gone.




  ‘Junwei!’ Her hysterical shriek tore across the darkness, and then silence, as though nothing had been, nothing had happened. Even she herself had never existed.




  ‘Mother.’ A soft, slender hand clung on to her own. Meilian turned and saw the daughter she had forgotten. ‘I am here.’ Jiaxi, standing by her mother’s side,

  quietly led her away.




  It was Mingzhi who took her and Jiaxi in, provided them with a shelter, taught her to read and write, to learn English. Mingzhi who brought her to Martin, her second chance in life.




  Meilian closed her eyes, the rumbling of the rain loud in her ears.




  Jiaxi, her head on Meilian’s bosom, felt the heaving in her mother’s chest, felt also the soft, helpless hand loosely wrapped over hers, and saw the ruffles under the older

  woman’s lids.




  On the top of the steps, Martin, fixing his gaze on Meilian, wished he could hold his fiancée’s hand, too, and take her in his arms, but knew she would be frightened away. Their

  culture. He sighed. It had been the same urge when he first saw her.




  By then Meilian was widowed, abandoned by her father-in-law, and living under Mingzhi’s care in Pindong Town, where Mingzhi took his office as the town’s mandarin. To cheer Meilian

  and Jiaxi up, Mingzhi accepted his English friend’s offer, travelling northwards to Peking for a much longed-for reunion, taking the mother and daughter with him. He did not know he would be

  caught up in the rebel Boxers’ movement that would change his fate.




  Nor did Martin.




  Perhaps he’d been so absorbed into the local life, Martin had forgotten he belonged to the group labelled ‘the foreigners’, the ‘enemy’ to the ancient kingdom under

  threat. As he anticipated his friend’s arrival, the Englishman was oblivious to the brewing tensions that would erupt in the Imperial City soon; more oblivious when he saw Meilian, stepping

  down from the carriage after Mingzhi and Jiaxi, pale from the long journey. Hiding behind her brother, Meilian was a tender stalk of lily: pure, fragile, needing protection. A hug, I would give

  her a hug. Of course, he’d suppressed it, as he did now.




  The rain bucketed down on him. Drenched, he fidgeted in his shirt and trousers that stuck to his body, another layer of dirt on top of the film of grime on his skin. He had never felt so filthy.

  He closed his eyes and drifted to his family home in another far-off land, to the spacious kitchen always cosy with smiles and hot bread and steaming soup. To the smell of freshly brewed tea. To

  the giant wooden tub, the warm water in it, the soothing sensations across open pores.




  His eyelids squeezed tight.




  Over the years, while he grew to become more adept at wielding the chopsticks, celebrating Chinese New Year and the Mid-Autumn Festival with local families, his expatriate colleagues found

  comfort in brothels carefully designed for their type. Red lanterns, soft guzheng music, seemingly vulnerable girls whom they could, metaphorically, spin on their fingertips, crush between

  their claws. A few times he was dragged along, before returning home, feeling ashamed, regretful. Empty.




  Meilian was different. For the first time he felt warm, solid inside, simply by holding a door open for her, pouring a cup of tea, getting an extra serving of rice. For her.




  He hadn’t told his parents about Meilian. What would their reactions be? School teachers of a small English town having a Chinese (widowed, bound-footed, with a teenage daughter)

  for daughter-in-law? They had reluctantly agreed to their son’s plan to learn trading in China. Five years, not more than five years, they had said. Martin knew his parents could tolerate him

  being away longer than he’d promised, could tolerate and even be happy at his leaving China for Malaya (It’s safer in a British colony!). But this. The itchiness on his body

  became more unbearable.




  He fidgeted again, shook his head and opened his eyes.




  The two tiny figures in front of him huddled together like a pair of startled birds. Watching them, Martin’s unsettled gaze turned soft, gently embracing his beloved. He smiled, like he

  usually did, his bare teeth a sudden flash of brightness in the chaotic gloom. He moved closer to Meilian, leaving a careful gap, just enough to avoid body contact, blocking the slanted rain from

  the mother and daughter.




  ‘Get down inside!’ Captain Cochrane shouted across from the wheel, his voice distorted and unintelligible in the deafening wind and rain, but Martin made out his

  gestures. He urged Meilian and Jiaxi to enter the cabin. Meilian, holding the beam tightly, did not budge. ‘Get Mingzhi,’ she said. ‘Get them—’ Bang! A convulsion cut

  short her words; they were knocked against the wall and then stumbled down the stairs. As she felt a sharp pain in her shoulder, Jiaxi, overwhelmed by a sudden fury, did something she’d never

  done and never thought she would do before – she twisted her hand off Meilian’s, held it in hers and pulled her mother with her into the room. Martin followed suit.




  Another shock came just as they slumped onto the carpeted floor. Bulbs flickered, then it was pitch black. Jiaxi answered after her mother in response to Martin’s concern, before quietly

  dragging herself away from Martin and Meilian to another corner. Leaning against the wall, she peeled off her cotton shoes and stretched out her legs.




  She was angry. With everybody, everything.




  Nobody cares about me. She arched forward and massaged her feet, mildly deformed from a (first delayed, later truncated) foot-binding effort. Nobody cares what I think, what I

  want. She plied open her slightly inward-curled toes, kneaded them lightly with her fingers. It wasn’t about the storm, nor was it the discomfort on the ship. It was the decisions

  they made, one of those being putting her on this sea journey, subjecting her to this disaster. No one has ever consulted me, not on anything! It all started with the Peking trip.

  It was Uncle Mingzhi’s idea: a chance for the mother and daughter to visit the city. She was overwhelmed then, eagerly packed her best silk-gowns-for-important-occasions (sky blue, pale

  green, clear lilac) a week before departure. Now thinking back, it dawned on her that she and her mother were secondary. It was merely an excuse! She rubbed the sole of her foot hard

  against her tender flesh. It was all because of the men wanting to have a happy reunion! Her angry thumbs moved faster, pressing even harder, as if the pain they inflicted on her sole

  would nudge away her fury.




  It was fun at first, she must admit, the tour just a fortnight ago – Western ladies in their puffy dresses and delicate umbrellas, streets and alleys bustling with carts and people, the

  Forbidden Palace standing grand and solemn – until the Boxers marched into the streets, encircling the restaurant they dined in. ‘Down with the foreign devils! Down with the foreign

  devils!’ Men in black equipped with long swords had hemmed them in from all sides, shouting, rampaging, burning. They were trapped in the chaos.
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