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Glossary

Ang mo: A racial epithet that originates from Hokkien (Min Nan) and is used to refer to white people in Malaysia and Singapore. Literally meaning “red-haired”, the term implies that the person referred to is a devil, a concept explicitly used in the Cantonese term gweilo (foreign devil).

Babu: A Javanese nursemaid.

Baju: A short, loose jacket worn in Malaysia.

Belanda: A Malay term meaning Hollander or Dutchman.

Bugis: The people of southern Sulawesi. They are still outstanding shipbuilders, sailors and navigators who have traded legitimately in the region for thousands of years. When the colonial powers displaced traditional trading relations of the region, the Bugis turned to piracy and slave trading.

Chunam: A fine stucco based on very pure or shell-lime, used for the highest quality finishes, often to external walls and roofs.

Kamcheng pot: A large covered porcelain pot usually decorated colourfully in pink and turquoise with phoenixes, peonies and other symbols of riches, honour and happy marriage. Such a pot would be presented to the bride at her wedding feast filled with glutinous rice balls and sweet syrup and be an honoured and treasured object to be passed down to future generations.

Kongsi: or “clan halls”, are benevolent organisations of popular origin found among overseas Chinese communities. The system of kongsi was utilised by Chinese throughout the diaspora to overcome economic difficulty, social ostracism, and oppression. The word kongsi is used in modern Chinese to mean a commercial company.

Kris: The kris or keris is a distinctive, asymmetrical dagger indigenous to Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei, Southern Thailand and the southern Philippines. Both a weapon and spiritual object, the kris is often considered to have an essence or presence, with some blades possessing good luck and others possessing bad.

Munshi: A degree in South Asia, that is given after passing a certain course of basic reading, writing and maths. The word munshi also became the name of a profession after munshies were hired as clerks in the government in British India.

Nyai: A native woman, consort, or concubine of a European man in the Dutch East Indies. The status and the fate of the nyai varied widely, depending entirely on the actions of the man. After Christian baptism, she could become his wife or he could legitimise her and her children as a secondary “wife”. Once legitimised and recognised in law, she was entitled to upkeep by the man and to inherit part of the man’s estate. In theory, and often in fact, a legitimised native nyai could quickly pass from being a slave to being a wealthy widow of a Dutch official or merchant. On the other hand, many nyai could simply be abandoned and, up to 1782, if they were still slaves at the death of the man, both the nyai and her offspring could be separated and sold to other owners. After 1782, this practice was prohibited.

Orang laut: The Malay term orang laut means sea people. Historically the orang laut were principally pirates.

Peranakan: Descendents of intermarriage between early Chinese male settlers in the Straits Settlements (Penang, Malacca and Singapore) and local Malay women. This Chinese sub-ethnic group adopted some cultural traits from the Malay community, as seen in their cuisine, dress and language, but also adopted many European customs thus elevating their social standing in relation to the singkeh or China-born immigrants. Also known as Straits Chinese. The men are known as Baba, the women as Nonya (or Nyonya).

Prahu: Literally, the Malay word meaning boat. There are many types of prahu throughout the islands of the archipelago.

Punkah: A large cloth fan on a frame suspended from the ceiling, moved backwards and forwards by pulling on a cord.

Qi: Also commonly spelled ch’i, this is a fundamental concept of traditional Chinese culture. Qi is believed to be part of every living thing that exists, as a kind of “life force” or “spiritual energy”. It is frequently translated as “energy flow”, or literally as “air” or “breath”.

Sampan: A relatively flat-bottomed Chinese wooden boat. In Cantonese the term literally means “three planks”.

Sireh: Malay word for betel. The leaves of the betel tree are used as a wrapping for the slices of the areca nut, lime paste and other ingredients and chewed as a stimulant.

Tao: Chinese character often translated as “way” or “path”. It is based on the understanding that the only constant in the universe is change.

Tongkang: Bumboats, lighters or sea-going barges used in the Malay Archipelago for transporting goods from ship to shore and vice versa. Towkay: A Chinese merchant.

Wei qi: Classical board game known in the West by its Japanese name, Go, and believed to have originated at least 5,000 years ago. Some say that the board, with ten points out from the centre in all directions, may have originally served as a forerunner to the abacus. Others think it may have been a fortune-telling device, with black and white stones representing Yin and Yang. By the time of Confucius, wei qi had already become one of the “Four Accomplishments” (along with brush painting, poetry and music) that must be mastered by the Chinese gentleman.


Prologue

A sailing ship has a restless heart, never still, never silent.

At sea it is a dashing, driving symphony of roaring sail, clangorous iron and groaning timber. In port it is a soft concerto of chimes, rattles and creaks. From the flags of its main topgallant mast to the lowest regions of the bilge, it pulsates with sound. It brims with the music of its natural home: the consonant and thrilling harmonies of water and wind, the haunting cries of sea birds, the sublime anthems of the cobalt sea and the serenades of star-soft coves.

And the stirring, sinister and poignant plangency of men and their deeds.

Charlotte stood listening to the voices of the ship. Within the recesses of its wooden heart lay her memories of calm and storm, of freedom and capture, of brutal anger and loving joy. It was the repository of her marriage, filled with spectral shadows and sighs.

Tasty scampered up to her. When she did not move he gave a quizzical yelp. It roused Charlotte from her reverie, and she looked down at him and smiled.

James Elliott, Tasty’s owner and captain of the Queen of the South, came forward extending his two hands. Charlotte took them and saw that James and Tasty, with their bushy grey eyebrows, grizzled cheek hair and deep brown eyes, had—seemingly through the mere fact of long acquaintance—come to resemble each other.

“My condolences, Mrs Manouk. I am so sorry that we should meet again under such tragic circumstances.”

Charlotte pressed his hands. “Thank you, James,” she said and moved to the rail.

Below, mounting from the cutter tucked against the ship’s side, were her two children, Alexander and Adam, with their babus. Two young Javanese sailors slid down the ladder in a display of extravagant muscular virility and helped the women and children onto the deck. Both the babus were young and pretty, and Charlotte reflected briefly that she might have to keep an eye on them during the voyage.

The children would be settled in their cabin below deck. She left Captain Elliott knowing they would talk more at length when they were at sea. She knew James would want to talk about Tigran, her husband.

She stopped before the open door of the master’s cabin.

Three years.

Three years since Tigran had died in a riding accident and left her mistress of this ship and of everything that his wealth had brought to her: the great estate in Batavia, the tea and coffee plantations and all his fortune spread far and wide in the East Indies.

Three years since she had set foot aboard this ship. She could see, before the mirror, his black and white scarf. She stepped tentatively into the room.

Their marriage, she supposed like any marriage, had been happy and, by moments, extremely unhappy. For those unhappy times she blamed herself. Tigran had come to Singapore and taken her to Batavia at the request of his sister, Charlotte’s greatest friend. Though he was older than she by twenty years, it barely showed. He was handsome, strong, brave and clever. But these were qualities she had barely perceived when she married him. For she had wed him not for love but for the solidity and security his age and wealth offered.

He had known it, but he had married her nonetheless, knowing she was pregnant with another man’s child, knowing she loved another man, knowing she was fleeing a scandalous relationship in Singapore. He had married her simply because he had loved her with all his heart. He had protected her when she was most vulnerable. She had learned, slowly, to love him back.

And then she had betrayed him with Zhen, the blood father of Alexander. Zhen, the man she seemed unable to shake from her mind and her heart. The man who was Chinese, married and living in Singapore.

She walked slowly into the cabin and gently touched the scarf.

She was grateful that through Tigran’s generosity they had truly found joy and trust before he had gone forever. She had not expected to love him that way: a learned love which grew from such a poor seed. She had not expected it to bloom with such beauty.

She opened the silver and pearl locket which he had given her and gazed on his likeness. Three years of loneliness and loss, wandering the rooms of their life like a wraith.

She had made herself busy. Not God, not sympathetic utterances, no matter how well meant, could keep her from darkness. Only sensible industry and benevolent endeavour kept the shadows at bay. So she had busied herself, dividing the fortune between his children, learning the legalities and niceties of Dutch justice and the intricacies of liberal economics, putting the plantations in order, ensuring his widowed sisters were cared for—doing what she knew he would have wanted.

Now it was time to go back. Alexander and Adam required an English education, and this was to be found in Singapore.

She took up Tigran’s scarf. The last skin it had touched was his, and now she tied it around her neck and looked in the mirror. Whilst she and his children lived, he would not die.

She went out on deck. The sails were flying up the masts; men were calling and clambering in the rigging. There was always a quivering excitement aboard a ship being made ready for sail, the anticipation of a leap into the unknown, for the sea could be a treacherous companion.

The babus came up on deck gripping the children, watching, half-terrified, for their feet had never before felt the unsteady movement of the sea, and they too were filled with excitement and trepidation at the strangeness of the ship and the voyage to a far land.

The men’s voices raised the capstan chant, their sinewy muscles strained in unison and the ship lurched as the chain was pulled slowly aboard and began to inch forward. Orders flew about the ship from the foredeck to the poop. Aye, captain, aye, aye! The sailors were often tongues, but they all understood the language of the sea and its ports, a fertile and ever fluid blend of Malay, Portuguese, Hindustani, Arabic and English. Men moved in perfect harmony from deck to topmast, tying off, locking down, making fast, flying in the rigging with the litheness of dancers.

The wind suddenly grasped her hair like a hand as the sails began to roar. The flags, fluttering loosely in the breeze, snapped to attention, cracking like gunshot, as the ship, groaning, turned to the north. She moved to the carved rail at the stern and watched as the coastline of Java receded, her hair flying round her face, the check scarf fluttering violently in the wind, waving farewell. She put her hand to her neck and took up the locket. Then she turned and looked towards Singapore.
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The ship was asleep. At least, those who had no night duties were sleeping. She liked this time, the night filled with stars, the moonshine like a silver trail, the soft splash of water swirling and sliding along the hull.

She looked around the cabin. It was surely the most luxurious accommodation to be found on these southern seas. A large bed with a kapok mattress and sheets of fine Indian cotton and satin stood under the four square ports. It was furnished with teak wood drawers, a table and soft chairs, a writing desk, lamps and books.

As she gazed at this room, her mind slipped to a time, a short time ago really, she thought, only nine years. How altered she had become, how extraordinary and unexpected the direction of her life.

When she had been just eighteen, her brother, Robert, had written to her to join him from Scotland, for though his new position as Singapore’s chief of police gave him little remuneration, it came with a large house. Part of his small inheritance had paid her passage.

Charlotte and Robert loved each other as utterly as a sister and brother could. They had been born on the same day exactly one year apart. She knew he had saved her from marriage to some lecherous old squire and had willingly faced any hardship to be with him. They had grown up on Madagascar with the native children, barefoot and carefree. Her father had been a missionary with the London Missionary Society, her mother a beautiful French Creole.

The peace of this existence had been shattered by violence against all the whites, against the church and the orphanage, and she and Robert had been placed in the care of a young missionary and sent to live in Scotland with their grandmother and maiden aunt. Neither parent had ever been heard of again. The miseries of those years in Aberdeen had faded, for her Aunt Jeanne and her cousin Duncan had loved them both. She had grown very gradually to accept the strict tutoring under the steely eye of her grandmother, who made no bones of the fact that these half-breeds needed dragging into civilisation. She had not even minded the solitary existence: reading in the library of her long-dead grandfather, walking on the cliffs and sailing in the bay at Aberdeen with Duncan, waiting for Robert to come back from college.

She lay back on the bed and watched the moonlight roll along the floor with each motion of the ship. The wind blew in the open windows, ruffling her hair. How profoundly different from this, her voyage from England to Singapore.

She had voyaged on an East Indiaman, the Madras, a mighty thousand-tonne, three-masted, square-rigged, forty-gun merchant ship of the East India Company, which ran everything in the British East, including India and Singapore. The ship was designed and built for goods, not passengers, and the human cargo must squeeze itself in wherever space could be found.

The agent in London had found her the best place for a single woman travelling alone, at a cost which Charlotte knew took a good portion of Robert’s money. This place was at the rear of the ship, beneath the poop deck, in a large space known as the roundhouse. The space was not round but a rectangle. No one could tell her why it was called thus. Because you could stand upright and walk round it, one said; because it cost a very round sum, said another. It was divided into cabins made of temporary partitions of canvas battened to the roof and deck, which could be quickly cleared away if the ship became involved in a battle.

Each cabin had a small window which gave light and fresh air, commodities, Charlotte had been quick to discover, which were beyond price on board a ship which would take upwards of seven months to arrive at its destination. High above the water, the windows, or “ports”, as she was told to call them, seldom needed to be closed, even in rough weather. These cabins, though not spacious, were secluded and convenient. A few steps led from them all to the cuddy. There was no need to go out upon deck, or to go up or downstairs to meals.

“Thus, my dear, you will avoid many of the inconveniences of shipboard life,” the agent explained solicitously.

He had seen that her youth and beauty would likely cause some havoc aboard a ship full of men at sea for months at a time. She was, perhaps, somewhat too slim but with skin like ivory, blue-black hair to her waist and long-lashed, violet eyes. He liked women’s hands, his wife had lovely hands, and he saw that Charlotte too had slim fingered, graceful hands, the nails small and oval, perfectly shaped and delicate. He felt, suddenly, as protective of her as of his own daughters. He took out a large handkerchief and wiped his nose.

“I myself care not for such travel. No, assuredly I do not. I therefore have no personal knowledge of such matters, but may I urge your attention to the words of my friend, Mr Wilkins?” The agent took a paper from his drawer and began to read.

“The roundhouse rooms may be somewhat noisy from the boom and the sailors working on the poop deck, but the rolling of the vessel is circumvented by the shortness of the distance required to travel from cabin to table, a not inconsiderable advantage. More importantly, you may avoid, as far as may be possible, all the disagreeables attendant upon encountering persons engaged in the duties of a ship. It may seem fastidious to object to meeting sailors employed in getting up different stores from the hold, or to pass and repass other cabins, or the neighbourhood of the steward’s pantry; nevertheless, if ladies have the opportunity of avoiding these things, they will do well to embrace it; for, however trivial they may be in a well-regulated ship, very offensive circumstances may arise from them.”

He had put the letter on the table and looked up at Charlotte.

“You will forgive me for forwardness, my dear young lady, but your brother’s letter was most insistent that I act somewhat in loco parentis. I feel constrained then to offer some advice.”

Charlotte hid a smile. He was a little long-winded, but she could see he meant well. She had composed her face into a study of attentive and charming womanhood.

Yes, most lovely, the agent thought, and barely eighteen. The men will be sniffing around her from morning to night.

“Well, my dear child, there are several things I must urge you to treat most seriously. The first concerns items of your personal washing. Some women passengers have been known to hang washing out to dry from the roundhouse windows. This,” the agent said, waggling his eyebrows and frowning fiercely, “is entirely unacceptable.”

Charlotte was somewhat mystified but nodded solemnly.

“Nothing is so indelicate, indeed so indecent, as to see hanging from the windows of the ladies’ cabins items of a delicate nature likely to inflame the ungentlemanly feelings of the common sailor.”

Charlotte had lowered her eyes decorously, and the agent saw he had struck the mark. She was a good girl.

“Social decorum is of paramount importance, as I am certain you understand, in such a constrained environment. I have taken the liberty of proposing a fellow passenger, a respectable matron, Mrs Fortescue, as your chaperone. You are advised to drink no more than two glasses of wine at dinner and to vigorously decline invitations to play cards or backgammon. When walking on deck you may take the arm of a gentleman to steady yourself against the motion of the ship, naturally, but,” the agent’s eyebrows waggled again, “the conversation must be restricted to the weather and general matters.”

The kindly agent had arranged to deliver to her cabin the furnishings she would need, for the price of the berth included nothing more than the space. The most important item was a swinging cot, suspended from the ceiling, allowing her to sleep through the constant rolling of the vessel, rather like a baby in a crib. In the day it was tied fast to the wooden side with hooks. A table and chair, bookcase and washstand were nailed securely to the floor. A small bathtub, her bedding and utensils, candles and candlesticks and the all-important chamber pot completed her belongings.

It had all been intensely exciting, the captain greeting them, a majestic figure, like a king to his court, the bustle and noise of Gravesend, the port seething with activity around this ship towering over her, its guns ranged along its bulwarks, grizzled sailors with gold rings in their ears swarming. Then came the hustle and bustle of setting up the cabin, meeting her companions on this long, long voyage, the departure from London, sailing down the Thames like Queen Elizabeth in this mighty ship, the lurch as they hit the open water of the Channel. The reality had hit very quickly in a storm in the Bay of Biscay.

The constant rolling of the ship, even on calm seas, had been comically ridiculous. Dressing and undressing became acts of supreme hardship: no sooner did one lift a leg or let go of the chair then one was flung to one side, only to slide back into the canvas walls at the next motion of the vessel. For the first two weeks she had been covered in bruises. She learned to dress speedily, either sitting in her swinging bunk or on the floor, one leg looped round the chair.

The noise in the roundhouse was a constant aggravation. The cabins were separated by a mere width of canvas. Every sneeze and yawn was heard, the snores like thunder, the sounds and smells of every bodily function magnified in the cramped environment. After a mere few days at sea however, and upon examination of the other accommodations, Charlotte had been eternally grateful to the agent and to Robert.

Beneath the roundhouse was the great cabin, where the single gentlemen travellers stayed. Because the great cabin was closer to the waves, in rough weather the windows were screened to prevent the sea coming in. These window screens were known as “dead lights” and didn’t always fit very well, with the result that passengers, their bedding and other possessions became soaked.

But even this was better than where the less affluent men were accommodated. In this dark, fustian place amidships, reeking of human stenches, slung around the gun placements were quarters the other men shared, all sleeping slung from hammocks twelve inches from the ceiling, rolled into tubes like bats in a cave.

Robert, she knew, had travelled this way, and when she thought of this her heart became raw with love and pity for him, and tears welled and never once, not ever once, during the entire voyage did a complaint pass her lips. But for him she would have travelled in some cave-dark, stifling cabin or worse, in steerage, in the bowels of the ship, amongst the rats and the bilge water, cheek by jowl with the poorest passengers. Compared to the heat, noise and stench of below decks, her cabin had been a palace.

However, human nature decrees that despite our comparative good fortune we are not always happy with our lot, and time hung heavy for all on such a long journey. The ship grew salads and vegetables in boxes of earth on the upper deck, and Charlotte tended these, attempting to save them from the salt air, and occasionally took one or two of the goats on a tour of the deck for some exercise or played with the young steerage children who were permitted on deck for fresh air but corralled like the goats. She fed the poultry in the hencoop. She tried not to get attached to the sheep and lambs which would end up on the plate, but she allowed herself to care for the little goats which supplied milk for the children.

Everyone from the upper deck cabins ate in the cuddy by the cook’s galley, under the poop. The food grew progressively worse the further they ventured from land. A breakfast at eight o’clock of boiled oats and sugar, corned beef and biscuit as hard as a stone, sometimes an egg if she felt like paying for it; at two, a hot lunch of chicken stew, cabbage and potatoes. Afternoon tea was at six o’clock, and at nine a cold supper of bread, cheese and whatever was left over. This was the menu from Monday to Sunday. When the vegetables ran out and after all the chickens had been slaughtered, there was nothing left but weevily oats, sugar, salt pork and biscuit.

Charlotte had been advised to bring her own supplies of tea, cheese and preserves, but by the time they dropped anchor at the Cape, whatever she had left was wormy and decayed. Rain water was only for drinking. Washing was in salt water, and she never felt clean, despite the quantities of soap she had brought. Without rain, after a week, the drinking water smelled and tasted foul and stale. When it rained she used her chamber pot and washing bowl to gather water to wash her hair so that for a brief period she might not feel covered in salt. She had a store of tobacco and brandy and bars of soap to bribe the sailors to get rain water for her and, in their leisure moments, to do odd repairs on the cabin. These came in handy also to encourage the steward—who had the service of thirty passengers—to supply hot water, bring tea, arrange laundry services or perform other duties above and beyond those he was engaged for, which were unspecified and negotiable.

Once or twice Charlotte was asked to attend at Captain Wentworth’s table, especially after forming a flirtatious attachment to First Lieutenant Mallory, whom she was, however, careful to keep at arm’s length. For this formal occasion everyone dressed in the most elegant clothes and was seated according to their social rank. Charlotte’s own rank being rather humble, she was, naturally, not often asked to attend. She liked the old captain very much though, and he too, when he could, spent time with her, chatting about nautical matters and the Malay language which Charlotte spent much of her time, buried in Marsden’s grammar and dictionary, endeavouring to learn.

The meal at the captain’s table was well worth the eating and of quite a different order to her usual fare. The first time she sat down for lunch precisely at two o’clock, there were sixteen people, and the meal included pea soup, roast leg of mutton, hogs’ puddings, two fowls, two hams, two ducks, corned round of beef, mutton pies, pork pies, mutton chops, stewed cabbages and potatoes. This was followed by an enormous plum pudding and washed down with porter, spruce beer, sherry, gin and rum.

After the meal the ladies withdrew, leaving the men to enjoy a glass of port. How the captain and the officers resumed their duties after this gargantuan meal rather baffled her, but this they did.

She had received the most pressing attentions from almost every unattached and many attached males aboard the ship. Charlotte’s experience with men was limited to a few rather tepid fumblings with a friend of her cousin Duncan and a more lively exchange with Will, the good-looking son of a farmer, who had however, been whipped away into the navy before anything of consequence occurred. But she was not naive. Her life growing up on the island had been educational, her mother happy to explain the sexual nature of human beings, which she considered natural and which was on open display all around her. In Scotland, of course, the subject had been taboo, and she was glad she had acquired this knowledge and a certain down-to-earth attitude to it before arriving on those chilly shores.

There were few women on board. Of her roundhouse companions, three were travelling with their husbands and six were married women with children joining their men in India. The four who were single received almost overwhelming attention, even the devout and plain Miss Devenish, going out to India to save the young girls of Calcutta. Charlotte who was, by far, the most beautiful amongst them, was besieged with offers and attentions and often had to be rescued by Mrs Fortescue, the doyenne of the female passengers, who had set herself up as the chaperone of the young women on board. Charlotte had many occasions to be grateful to her despite her constant prattle, for the men’s eyes, when walking on deck, at meals or at the musical evenings, stalked her.

The Madras might be designated female as tradition decreed, but men swarmed all over her, possessed her. There was a constant, palpable male potency everywhere on board, a seething current of barely repressed desires and dangers, from sailors and from passengers, whenever a woman appeared. All the women felt it and she knew for some it was irresistible. Far from the strictures of land society, on the swelling ocean, where danger, sickness, and watery death lurked at every squally, howling wind and darkening of clouds, they were pulled into a vortex of male passions. When she felt it whirl, particularly in the evening when liquor flowed, she kept to her cabin.

Lieutenant Mallory became her devoted guardian angel, his gentlemanly code unflinching, his courage unflagging under all dangers and other men avoided confronting him. When his duties kept him from his role as her protector, he did not object to her walking with one or two of the gentlemen, but it was understood that should Charlotte be in any way bothered, they would answer to him. Only when the ship was approaching Calcutta had she realised that, for him, the matter was a serious one. He had proposed marriage then, and she had been obliged to refuse him. For the first time in her life she had caused excruciating pain to another human being, and she did not like to think of it.

That these protections and her own good sense had been invaluable she had discovered well before Calcutta. Three women had what was commonly known as the “French disease”, the dreaded pox, and two of the single girls and four of the married women were pregnant including, unfortunately, Miss Devenish. Luckily, and apparently happily, Miss Devenish was agreeable to marriage to the father-to-be, a rather bemused young soldier travelling steerage, and relinquished a life of spinsterly devotion to the heathen rather easily.

What the married women were to tell their husbands she did not know, and nor did they. She spent hours in whispered and tearful discussions with them, a sisterhood of the sea, as they all made frantic calculations and exchanges of addresses of abortionists and pox doctors in Calcutta, before rushing off again to the arms of their lovers. There were no secrets and very little privacy aboard a ship, and Charlotte had often to turn away from the muffled groans in some dark corner or close her ears to noisy couplings a few cabins away. If this was going on continually on the upper decks, she could not imagine what was happening in the Stygian gloom of steerage.

It took eleven weeks to reach the Cape of Good Hope and ten days had been nothing but storms. Of their convoy of fourteen ships, two had foundered with all aboard perished and one was in a very poor state. Pirate attack from the African coast was a nagging undertone on all the sailors’ lips, especially if the convoy got separated in a storm. The relief at arriving at the Cape had been overwhelming, and all the women and many men had cried with joy.

The land had a strange compactness under her feet. She kept being surprised when the wind blew, at not having to hang on like grim death to some spar or gangway, for their ship had never been still, and on the big waves had tossed them all like ants on a cork.

She had gone to a fleet-fingered Indian tailor for a dress, the cheapness and quality of which astounded her, and bound it carefully for her arrival in Singapore to preserve it from harm. She knew that every other garment she possessed would be a smelly rag by the time they arrived.

After the Cape, the ship called in for fresh water and supplies at Mauritius, then sailed for months without sight of land, across the vastness of the Indian Ocean. Sickness and death were daily companions. Scarlet fever ravaged the children in steerage. For a while they were called to sea burials every other day, until they all became callous and blasé. A sense of doom floated like a will-o’-the-wisp around the ship.

The soaring optimism of sighting Point de Galle in Ceylon and the fresh provisions carried out to them on a hundred little boats had buoyed their spirits. The mail was off-loaded and a quantity of fresh water allowed for washing. For two days there was merrymaking and a shipboard feast. They departed this little port with mixed emotions, glad to be gone, nearer to journey’s end, but sorry to leave sight again of land. They were soon back to listlessness, everyone on board simply tired out.

No one, Charlotte thought, no one who has not spent more than half a year aboard a floating cattle barge with on every side and in immediate view the physical and spiritual degradation of humans thrown together for better or worse, besieged by urges, illness, fear and death—no one who has not heard and seen and smelled this can imagine the relief of its end.

Notwithstanding her feelings of hurting Lieutenant Mallory, she had quit the ship without a backward look. In Calcutta she spent a week in a boarding house, glad for a bath and fresh food—her first taste of Indian curry and its attendant inconveniences—selling her cabin furniture, waiting for the sleek schooner which would take her to Singapore, for the Madras stopped here. The sights, sounds and smells of Calcutta overwhelmed her, the heat too intense, the press of humanity too claustrophobic, and curiosity soon turned to impatience.

Captain Wentworth was retiring from the service of the East India Company. Lieutenant Mallory, promoted to captain, would take the Madras back to England. When Charlotte had discovered this fact, she was doubly glad her heart was not engaged, for the prospect of a return voyage or even of life in London or Calcutta awaiting a man who voyaged three quarters of a year was too grim to contemplate.

This had been Captain Wentworth’s last long voyage. He was getting on, he said, and his family was in Calcutta. Seven-month voyages took their toll. He had rounded the Cape dozens of times, seen seas which made even him quail, been shipwrecked twice and carried the scars. In his youth it had been a life filled with adventure but now he had heeded the wishes of his heart and his family and bought a schooner. Henceforth he was his own master and commander, plying the seas between India and the Straits Settlements.

He had guaranteed Charlotte a cabin on his ship, and she had been delighted to wait and go on with him. This part of her journey had been light. The ten passengers shared the schooner with her cargo: iron goods, guns, English manufactures and Indian stuffs, bound for the Straits Settlements.

The months of strain, dread and grinding monotony on the deep ocean were over. As the ship entered the calm waters of the Straits of Malacca, Charlotte breathed the warm fragrance of the night air and felt the caress and promise of the East.
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The day was grey as Zhen awoke, the rain falling softly. His wife, Noan, was lying, as always, turned into his body. He moved her hand from his chest and she murmured slightly in sleep.

He did not often sleep with her, but their third child was now one year old and it was time to make another, this time, hopefully, a son, for there were only daughters. So he spent most nights with her, making love to her, letting his essence flow, which normally, he would not. As a Taoist, the highest thought was to give joy to the woman through multiple orgasms which the man could absorb, retaining his own semen, building his strength. This “leaking”, this “surrender”, was alien to him. But when a child was needed, he had to obey Confucius and set his Taoist beliefs aside.

As he turned, Noan awoke and moved her body against his, silently asking. He had no real desire for her, but he let her caress him.

Noan was intensely in love with her husband. During her pregnancy he could not touch her; it was forbidden and she suffered his physical absence. After the birth, she was confined, unable to wash for fear of chills, her ears filled with garlic, her forehead plastered with sireh leaves. For almost two months she felt wretched, as custom decreed she must avoid any evil or ill wind entering her body.

There were only a few months when he gave himself to her willingly, and greedily, she wanted every minute of them. He took her full breasts in his hands, putting his lips to her nipples. Though there was a wet nurse, she continued to breast-feed not wanting her milk to dry up, for she knew it aroused him and she loved it when Zhen suckled her, feeling the motion of his mouth in the depths of her body, her breasts full and streaming, the milk running over his lips. She sighed, running her hands into his queue, grinding her body into his, this desperate longing for him more than she could contain.

Their marriage had been arranged and she thanked all the gods that had brought him to her. The moment she had seen him, she had fallen hopelessly in love with him. Nothing he did or did not do made any difference. She knew he did not love her like that and it was an agony that she had, every day, to bear. It was fearful to love like this, mutely. She was not allowed to tell him; she had no way to voice these emotions she felt for him.

He was a beautiful man. She had seen enough men now to know he was very beautiful, his face strong, his eyes deep and black, his lips full; his body was smooth perfection, broad shouldered, slim hipped, the long queue which hung below the curve of his back thick and lustrous. He was a man who knew women; she did not know how but he was always confident and imperative, his will only prevailed. Yet, in his own pleasure, he knew how to make her abandon herself, expected it from her, this fullness, this quivering enjoyment of their physical act.

Every intimation as she was growing up, every half-heard, half-understood idea was that women could not enjoy this act with their husbands. Short, messy and frustrating—let him do what he demands and be quiet. All these ideas had been banished by him. That all men could not do this she knew from talk with her cousins and particularly her sister, who was profoundly dissatisfied with her own husband. Now, as Zhen rose above her, she touched the tattoo of the Lord of War, the Lord Guan Di, on his hard, smooth chest. This image of martial virility filled her eyes, and she moaned and clutched him, losing herself in his deep knowledge of her body and this passion she felt for him.

Afterward, Zhen rose and washed at the basin. He threw open the shutters. Noan had returned to slumbering, content with their lovemaking, he saw. He had taught her how to be passionate and he knew she needed this contact. He wanted her to be content, wanted to make another child. She was a good wife; he knew she loved him. For him, however, the marriage was a contract, like all Chinese marriages. Love had nothing to do with it though he welcomed her affections. But he could not return them. His true love was unwavering. He loved Xia Lou.

Noan’s pregnancy was long in coming. They had made three children easily and he could not understand what was taking so long this time. He was tired of it, this routine and for him, passionless exchange. At times he could hardly muster desire enough to become hard. Then he turned to her full, milky breasts, as he had this morning, which at least had the power still to arouse him. He longed for her to get pregnant. Pregnancy would relieve him of this onerous duty.

He felt depleted, wished for a return to his Taoist ways, which had become second nature. Noan’s qi must be out of balance; the rashes she got occasionally were a sign. He would make up some herbs for her, bring the acupuncturist. When she was pregnant he would give up sex entirely, build his strength, return to the disciplines of austerity which calmed and centred him.

Noan watched him from the bed, the sight of his naked body, each hard line and curve kissed by light and shadow, the feel of his liquid dripping from her almost painfully pleasurable. Before each time with him, she was elated, almost light-headed. After came the fear, a bitter fear of the loss of this intimacy. She feared losing him to boredom of her, especially after several children more and as her looks, appealing she knew mostly in her youthful freshness, faded. She feared the loss to another wife perhaps, or the temptations of a child concubine.

Her own father had taken a fifteen-year-old girl as concubine only two years ago. She knew many wives were simply abandoned when their child-bearing had proved profitable and sons had been born. Then the man would honour his wife with splendid jewellery, fine clothes and golden sireh sets but bestow his sexual gifts elsewhere, and the wife would be destined to never make love again until she died.

This might be well enough for those who had unappealing husbands, but, for her, such thoughts made her anxious and needful. Sometimes she broke out in a rash on her arms, which horrified her. She feared she would be repugnant to him and fretted, which made the rash worse. He had seen it and given her a salve; he could be kind, caring. He was a man of medicine, skills and knowledge learned from his father. When he was with her, like now, every night, the rash disappeared, but she felt it lying in wait.

Today, like every day, she would take the herbal drink and wash with the tincture she got from the Indian woman who knew how to stop a pregnancy. So far these had worked and she smiled: a nervous smile, for she felt a guilt, too, and a deep concern. How long she could keep this up she was not sure. She knew she must stop soon, for a lack of a pregnancy might, too, drive him away to another woman. She scratched her arm.

She secretly longed to share more of her life with him. These bedroom passions and the occasional pleasures of their children were their only contact and during them, though he hardly showed it, she sensed an absence. His real life was not with her or even in this house. The men ate their meals in the house but quite separately from the women. Their business was on the quay, in the godowns of the port. They took their pleasures, drinking, eating, whoring, and gambling outside. She had little idea what Zhen did all day away from the house or during the frequent times he did not come back at all, to eat or to sleep. He had a separate home above his medicine shop on Circular Road. When they had first married, she thought about this all the time but had come to realise that to continue to do so would drive her mad.

She knew he was a literary man. She had seen books once when she had gone to the shophouse to take some fresh linen. She knew this store was added to, from time to time, by a package from China when the junks came down once a year. The packages came from his brothers,though she did not know these brothers. She knew virtually nothing of his family in China. He never talked about them to her.

In fact the men in the house rarely talked to the women at all, for even had they been so inclined, they did not share a common language. Her sister’s husband, Ah Teo, was Hokkien like Zhen, and while Noan’s father could speak some Hokkien, the rest of them spoke only Baba Malay, the language of the Straits Chinese families, a complex mixture of Malay and Hokkien.

Noan had learned some English and some Chinese characters, for her father had indulged her, his first-born, a little. She was his favourite. The more so since marriage to Zhen, who had taken his name and would look after the rites for him when he was dead. Her father loved Zhen like the son he did not have, for her mother had borne four girls. The little bit of learning her father had given her had done her few favours, for she now felt its lack, felt like a silly, ignorant girl.

Sometimes she wished she could burst out of the house; she envied her sister her volatile and adventurous nature.

Lilin, the beauty of the family, was headstrong and within the bounds of the strictures of a Chinese family, did exactly what she liked. Noan prayed to Kuan Yin for those things which were important to her: the love and health of Zhen, a son for him, the long life of her father and mother, happiness for herself and her children. Since her marriage, Lilin rarely went to the temple. The marriage to Ah Teo was unhappy, Noan could see it, but in some ways it had liberated Lilin. As a married woman she was permitted to go abroad, in the town, visit friends or other family. The constrictions of maidenhood, which had confined them since they were twelve years old were gone.

Their father tried to avoid any confrontation with Lilin and in any case, now lived in the country at River Valley Road with their mother and his new concubine. Ah Teo had no control over Lilin either and the only person she was inclined to obey was Zhen. He was their father’s adopted son, his heir, and head of this household in Market Street, which both couples shared. But Zhen was either absent or little inclined to discipline Lilin.

Noan could not know that Zhen avoided Lilin because he knew of this sister’s feelings for him. Within days of his wedding to Noan, Lilin had found him in a robing room and lifted her sarong, putting his hand between her legs. She had been only fourteen. Since then, whenever she could, she touched his hair or rubbed against him.

He had tried to advise Ah Teo about sexual matters, given him a Taoist pillow book of sexual instruction but these subjects were difficult and embarrassing. Ah Teo was diffident, quiet and shy. He was a great asset to the Tan house in business, for he spoke good English, Malay and Mandarin, as well as Hokkien, Cantonese and Hakka. He had family in Manila, Cochin China and Bangkok who had been useful partners in commerce, for the Chinese commercial network was made up of marriages and relationships which enhanced the spread and wealth of the family. He was astute, shrewd and careful. He had been chosen, of course, for these qualities and not for his physical attributes.

A woman’s wishes were completely unimportant. She was expected to obey. That was all. Unfortunately, Lilin, always headstrong, had grown less and less obedient, for Zhen knew that Ah Teo did not please her. There had been a child, a little boy who had died within a few months. This death had been a hammer blow to them all. Tan and his wife had taken it hard, and Lilin seemed to have simply thrown away all constraint.

Noan knew she should leave her husband alone but the sight of him washing, the cloth moving slowly over his torso, the ripple of the muscles of his back and buttocks, the hard beauty of him, tempted her too much. She rose from the bed and went to him, running her hands around his waist, over the muscles of his abdomen and down, pressing her body against his, her lips against the silk of his back. He felt exquisite, hard and coolly damp; her fingers tingled, touching his skin, hungry for him again. Zhen stopped her hand and turned.

“Noan! Enough.” He spoke in Baba Malay and smiled to soften his words. “I will not come tonight.”

He saw the effect on her face, an instant dulling of her eyes, her hands dropping loosely to her side, but he could not help it and said no more. He felt no need to explain himself to his wife. What he did was none of her business. He did his duty, which was becoming increasingly tedious and she must do hers: abiding in silence.

He needed a rest and wanted to spend the evening with Qian, his best friend, eating and drinking, talking about poetry and love and her, for only with Qian could he talk of this. He wanted to get drunk and be stupid and maudlin and laugh a lot, then roll home to his own bed to dark, dreamless sleep.
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“Land ho” went up the cry from the crow’s nest. Adam was asleep, but Charlotte heard Zan let out a whoop and the sound of his little feet drumming as he ran about on deck. She left her letter to Aunt Jeanne unfinished and went outside. Zan’s babu was with him, of course; she never left his side. All in all, these Javanese girls had done very well. There had been a few squalls but no doldrums. The brig had made good time, five days. They had both been brave for they were, unlike her, not accustomed to sea travel. She knew there would be some time before land was sighted from the rail so she sat in the wicker chair outside the cabin and called the steward for some tea. She watched Alexander jumping and jigging along the rail and “helping” the sailors in their duties.

Seven years old and bigger than his nursemaid, he was the colour of pale coffee, darkened a little by the constant outdoor life he led. He was handsome, with dark, almond eyes, a mass of thick black hair which she left long, beading it sometimes like Tigran’s. He had fretted for Tigran and had turned away from her at first. She hardly blamed him. She had all but neglected him for several years of his short life. But after six months of her constant attention, visits to Tigran’s grave, the love of his aunt and the help of the Armenian priest, he had improved. He was tall, well made, strong and muscular, like his blood father. Charlotte was concerned, for she could see Zhen’s build and his face in his son’s. If they were ever to stand together, the resemblance might be remarked upon. But neither Alexander nor Zhen must ever know the truth. Her protective instincts were sharply honed. Alexander could not be known as a Chinaman’s bastard son. Whatever it took, she would make sure of it.

Alexander and Adam were close companions. Adam was five years old. He was of slighter build but had the same dark eyes and black hair. Where Alexander was headstrong and bold, Adam was quiet, serious and loving. She saw Tigran in him, the same kindness and good temper. Alexander could be rough at times, cruel, fearless, but since he had passed out of babyhood, with Adam he was always gentle and fiercely protective.

He turned suddenly and saw her and smiled. She drew a sharp breath. Zhen’s boyhood face, she was certain, had looked like this. She smiled too, blowing a kiss. He ran over and threw himself into her arms.

“Mummy, tell me the story of the prince and the lion again.”

Charlotte pulled him onto her lap. She had filled both boys with this story so that they might not regret their parting from the only home they had known, from Tigran’s grave, from their memories of Batavia.

“Once upon a time,” she began and Alexander smiled his gap-toothed smile, “there was a handsome and valiant prince of Sumatra. His name was Sang Nila Utama, and he was the son of the Rajah Chulan of India and the daughter of the God of the Sea. He was a mighty fighter and a mighty sailor. He wanted to build a new city and set out to search for the perfect place.

“He and his men went first to the islands of Rhio and were welcomed by the Queen. A few days later Prince Utama went to a nearby island to hunt. He spied a deer. While chasing it he came to a very large rock and climbed it to see where the deer had gone.

“At the top of the rock Prince Utama stopped and forgot all about the deer. Across the sea was another island with a lovely bay, white sands and green coconut palms. His men, breathless, came running behind.

“‘What is this place?’ he asked his minister. ‘Temasek, my lord,’ the man replied.

“He decided immediately to visit Temasek and ordered his ship be made ready. As they approached the island, a great storm blew up, and the ship was tossed about in the huge waves and began to take water. Desperately the sailors threw all the heavy things overboard to lighten the ship. But still water kept coming and Prince Utama finally threw his heavy crown into the waves. At once, to everyone’s wonderment, the storm died down.

“He landed at the mouth of a fine river. The men needed food and they began to hunt. Suddenly, in the undergrowth, they heard a loud noise and his men, fearful, drew back. But Prince Utama went forward boldly, his bow at the ready. Quietly he moved, his hunter’s instincts taking over, his eyes everywhere. His men followed behind, emboldened by their lord’s bravery.

“Then, in the shadows,” Charlotte paused for effect, “he glimpsed a great beast, a strange animal with a red body, a black head and a white breast. For a moment they stared, eye to eye. It was a magnificent animal. Then, suddenly, the beast turned and with great speed it disappeared into the jungle.

“‘Did you see that?’ he called to his men who were cowering behind the thick trunk of a tembusu tree.”

Alexander laughed. He loved that part. Sometimes she changed the name of the tree to see if he was paying attention and he always cried out and scolded her. “A tembusu tree, Mummy, stop it!” Charlotte knew he saw himself as Prince Utama. He had a little bow and arrows and practiced shooting at the straw target which Captain Elliot had set up on deck for him.

“‘What was that?’ Prince Utama asked.”

Alexander put his finger to her lips. “A lion!” he yelled, delighted, and Charlotte smiled.

“Yes, Zan, a lion! So Prince Utama scolded his men for their fear.

“The prince was very pleased. ‘It is an omen of good fortune. I shall build my city here and henceforth, this island shall be named Singhapura, the Town of the Lion,’ he decreed.

“And so it has been called down to this very day.”

Zan wriggled off her lap, pleased with the story and rushed again to the rail, anxious for a sight of the Town of the Lion.

She rose and went to his side as he began to jump up and down and she saw, in the distance, like a small red flame on the horizon, the familiar cliffs of Singapore. Rust red, she had told Alexander, from the quantity of blood spilled on the shores. Another old name for Singapore was Tanah Mera, Red Land, and she had shown him on an old map of Singapore, so he believed her. It had been a pirates’ lair for centuries, the beaches ringed with skulls rolling in the surf from the bodies thrown from pirate ships.

Alexander loved pirate stories, so she told him too of the Bugis men: the greatest seafarers of all the South Seas. Some lived now, peaceably, she reassured him, though she was not sure if that was true, in Kampong Bugis on the broad Kallang River. His eyes had nearly fallen out of their sockets, and he had jiggled with repressed excitement, and she had promised to take him there. Charlotte thought, with pleasure, of teaching him to sail, for both she and Robert were good sailors. They had learned first in Madagascar, then in the chilly waters of Scotland. To sail in the coral-strewn, limpid waters of Singapore was to partake in some small way in paradise.

The Queen drew closer to shore. Charlotte pointed out all the strange craft which were new to Alexander. He had seen the big East Indiamen in Batavia harbour, the square-rigged schooners and brigs of Western shipping, the long, dark hulls of the prahus and the opium smugglers of the Eastern archipelago. He had even seen a junk though not up close, but he had never seen the big men-of-war bristling with cannon, the yellow-sided Cochin Chinese ships bearing the merchandise of their king or the strange Siamese ships, Chinese bodies and European masts with huge carved sterns or the sailed steamships, with their white canvas, huge paddle wheels and long, sooty funnels. She gave him into the company of the first mate, who was happy to explain all this nauticalia to him and the meaning of the flags which fluttered from every vessel.

She contemplated the scene. She had never seen the harbour so busy. It was a constant movement of ships and boats, some in stately slowness, some darting, the whole like a nautical hive.

The only fixtures were the Chinese junks, fifty of them or so, huddled together, sails furled, yards housed and rudders unhung, standing almost motionless. In this state they resembled not so much ships as floating shops, offering, it seemed, from the articles hanging about them in every direction, all the manufactures of the Celestial Kingdom. She knew they would be here until the turn of the trade winds that would carry them home.

It was inevitable that the sight of the junks would take her mind to the night she had first arrived in the harbour, to the first sight of these strange and majestic masters of the ocean. And to him, of course. He was never far, always occupying a soft corner of her mind, not more than half a thought away. She shook her head and smiled, for she knew she would have to be dead before this desire would ever go away.

Finally Captain Elliott ordered the anchor to be dropped and Charlotte turned her eyes to the town. Little had changed: the big white mansions along the beach, the hill behind topped with the Governor’s residence and the flagstaff. Fort Fullerton stood at the southern mouth of the river: a fort in name only, for its stone walls were low. Charlotte knew that a flurry of unexpected interest in Singapore had arisen in Calcutta and that funds had been allocated for its defence. This interest, however, had waned as fast as it had arrived and then funds had just as quickly dried up. In consequence, the wall was nothing more than a low embankment and the soldiers’ barracks but a few rather straggling, hastily completed stone buildings.

The piers, like gapped teeth, projected from behind the godowns of Commercial Square. The Chinese town was hidden behind the octagonal red roof of the market.

Alexander appeared at her side, full of excitement, pointing to the stream of little skipping sampans and stately tongkangs emerging from the river mouth which lay concealed from view, rushing to do business with every new ship that dropped anchor. The decks of many ships would be crowded, she knew, from early morning to night with tailors, shoemakers, washerwomen and touts for every vice available, either on board or in the town. The Queen was almost instantly surrounded by them, the tongkangs bringing for sale fresh bread, eggs, milk, chickens, ducks, fish, fruit and vegetables, the sampans full of curiosities, all the men and women suing, in piteous voices, for permission to come aboard and making the most prodigious clatter. Alexander, she could see, loved it.

She told the first mate to allow one of the curiosity sellers on board, for the amusement of the children. As the mate’s head appeared over the side and he raised his hand, the clamour rose to deafening pitch. He pointed and, quick as a flash, the two chosen men had climbed aboard laden with cages of birds, parrots and birds of paradise, small monkeys, lizards, snakes, shells, corals, mats, wood carvings, trinkets and Malay daggers. She quickly ordered a basket of hideous shrunken heads to be removed. Adam was terrified, and the babus clung to him, but Alexander thought it a great joke and laughed. Finally Adam, watching his brother, began to calm down and went up to one of the monkeys. Charlotte sighed and told them there would be no monkeys and no daggers.

OEBPS/images/9789814358392.jpg
“The cross-raciallove story of Zhen, initially alowly Chinese coolie,
and Charlotte, a white waif of the British Empire The Daily Telegraph, UK

DAWN FARNHAM

THE STRAITS QUARTET, VOL. 3






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_01.jpg
ofSiggpr





