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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 
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   ‘A beautifully controlled novel that tells an utterly compelling and important story. Jing-Jing Lee’s prose is crystal clear, the narrative scope is sweeping and devastating, and the story is as deeply felt and well observed as it is captivating.’ 

   Caoilinn Hughes, author of Orchid & the Wasp

   ‘Jing-Jing Lee writes like a poet… This was a hard story to tell, to hear and to read, but it is also an important story that demands to exist and Jing-Jing Lee has brought it to life… Congratulations.  Every single hour I spent reading this was an hour that could not have been better spent.’ 

   Catherine Chanter, author of The Well

   ‘This is a brilliant, heartbreaking story with an unforgettable image of how women were silenced and disappeared by both war and culture.’

   Xinran, author of The Good Women of China

   ‘A heartbreaking story told with such humanity and grace. The details of How We Disappeared are so vivid they return to me in dreams.’ 

   Marti Leimbach, bestselling author of Daniel Isn’t Talking

   ‘A shattering, tender and absorbing novel… Meticulously researched, exquisitely written, with characters that will live and breathe in your hearts long after you finish the last page… I’m reeling from its power – what an absolute triumph.’ 

   Fiona Mitchell, author of The Maid’s Room

   ‘How We Disappeared is a masterpiece of storytelling. Evocative and heart-rending, it tells of one woman’s survival in occupied Singapore, and the quest of a child to solve a family mystery. It is beautifully written, exquisitely crafted, and utterly compelling.’

   Mary Chamberlain, author of 
The Dressmaker of Dachau and The Hidden

   ‘An exquisite mystery, an enthralling novel. Equally touching and intriguing, How We Disappeared is a soaring debut of surviving the unsurvivable [and] a searing and shocking reminder of a history many would like to forget, and of the endurance of the human spirit.’ 

   Eoin Dempsey, author of White Rose, Black Forest
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   ‘The best way of keeping a secret is to pretend there isn’t one.’


   Margaret Atwood
The Blind Assassin

  

 
   


   ‘I’ll tell my human
tale, tell it against
the current of that vaster, that
inhuman telling.’


   Li-Young Lee
‘Furious Versions’
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Wang Di

   She began in the first month of the lunar year. They said she was born at night, the worst time to arrive – used up all the oil in the lamp so that her father had to go next door for candles. It took hours, and it was only after muddying up swathes of moth-eaten sheets the neighbours had given in the last few weeks of her mother’s pregnancy that she emerged. As her first wails cracked through the hot air in the attap hut, he went into the bedroom to look at her, a worm of a thing freshly pulled out of the earth. When he saw the gap between the baby’s legs, the first-time father spat, then slumped in a chair at the kitchen table, eyeing his wife as she nursed, already thinking about the next child.

   That is one story.

   Or, she began when her mother found her in a rubbish skip. She was walking to the market with four eggs her hens laid that morning, was passing by the public bins when it started to whimper. The woman looked in and there it was – a child, scraps of leftover dinner on top of it. She took the baby home and brushed the dirt off her face. Waited for a week to see if anyone would come and claim her. They kept her when no one did.

   The third and last story, told to the child by her aunt, was that she was born and her father took her to the pond; the one where water spinach grew. Villagers went to collect it in armfuls when they could afford nothing else for dinner, and it was by this vegetable, completely hollow in the middle of their stems so as to warrant the name kong sin, empty heart, that her father put her. The aunt told this story each time she went to visit, and each time, as she got to this point in the story of her niece’s birth, she would stop, smack her lips and lean in close, adding that her father had tried to push her under with the tip of his sandalled foot. She explained that it wasn’t easy, what he was doing, because the water was shallow and the weeds were holding her up.

   ‘You were bobbing in and out of the water,’ she said, ‘and the whole business was almost finished with when you stopped crying from the feeling of damp on your body and simply looked at him. Your eyes opened up a crack and you just stared into his face.’

   The aunt couldn’t say why but it made the new father take the child back home again. He put the bundle on the table like a packet of biscuits and told his wife that she could keep her if she gave birth to a baby boy next year. They didn’t bother naming the girl for a few weeks, but when they did, they named her Wang Di – to hope for a brother.

   This morning, as with most mornings these days, Wang Di woke to the ghost of a voice, a voice not unlike her aunt’s, calling out her name. As she lay in bed she remembered how her aunt once asked if Wang Di wanted to live with her; she could adopt her and take her away since her parents thought so little of girl children. She wouldn’t be like them, she told her, casting an eye at Wang Di’s father, but would make sure she went to school, got two sets of uniforms and books. An education.

   ‘What do you think, Wang Di?’ She’d smiled, a hopeful, shuddering smile.

   Each time she remembered this, Wang Di wondered how her life would have been different had she said yes (in her mind her parents would have said go, good riddance), if she had gone to live with her aunt on the other end of Singapore, ten miles south in Chinatown, with its narrow alleys and smoky shophouses. Or if she had grown up and been approached by the matchmaker at the right time, and the war hadn’t torn through the island as it had: in the manner of an enraged sea, one wave after another sweeping everything away.

   What she remembered most though, what she liked best, was the way it felt to hear her name, softly spoken.

   Because the only time her parents used her name was when someone important was at the door, someone life-changing, or rich. The matchmaker was both. Auntie Tin had appeared at the door one Sunday and snaked inside past her mother before she had been invited to. A few months later, war would arrive on the island. Auntie Tin visited a second time during the occupation and then again – the third and last time – after the war, when Wang Di had little choice but to say yes. She had been the one to tell Wang Di what the words in her name meant and she had been the one who plucked her away from her anguished parents, away from the stolid silence of their home four years after they first met.

   When Wang Di sat up and opened her eyes, the faint hum of her name was still in her ears, a song she couldn’t stop hearing. Her hand fluttered to the faint scar on her neck, right where her pulse lay, then went down to the line on her lower stomach, the raised welt of it smooth beneath her fingers. Eyes closed, she already knew what kind of day this was going to be – dread was pooling in her chest but she put her legs over the side of the bed and stood. Shuffled the narrow path to the altar. Eleven steps and she was there lighting up joss sticks for everyone she remembered, saying, ‘Here I am, here I am,’ as if they’d been the ones calling out for her: The Old One, of course; her parents, her aunt and her two friends, one who died earlier than everyone else, and the other, whom she hopes is still alive. She was walking away from the altar when she turned back and lit up three more, planting them in among the fallen ash. Then she clicked the radio on before the memory of a child’s face, a memory as clear and smooth as a polished stone, could wash over her.

   ‘Breakfast, Old One,’ she said. Out of habit. Muscle memory. Her mouth hanging open in the quiet after her words. She knew there was going to be no answer and why, instead of the brown damp of newspapers, she was now surrounded by the scent of clay. Brick. A new-house smell that made her feel sorry for having woken up. It was still dark out when she walked into her (new) kitchen and saw herself in the (new) windows: an old lady with a curved upper back that made her look more and more like a human question mark; grey-and-white hair cut mid-neck – a style the kindly neighbourhood hairdresser called a ‘bop’.

   As the water boiled, Wang Di ripped off yesterday’s date on the tearaway calendar in the kitchen.
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   There it was: May 24. To make sure she wouldn’t forget, she had written ‘100’ above the date. One hundred, as in ‘It’s been one hundred days since my husband passed away’. One hundred days spent regretting the fact that she hadn’t said and done all she could for him. She touched the black square of cloth on her sleeve – the black badge that told everyone that she had just lost someone close; the black badge that she wore even in bed on the arm of her blouse – and unpinned it. She fixed her eyes on the calendar again, for so long that the print started to squirm. Like ants on the march. Weaving left and right. The way her mind did these days, moving from past to present, mixing everything up in the process. She could be watching the news or doing the wash when everything blurred in front of her eyes and she would be reminded of something that happened years ago.

   More and more, bits and pieces of her childhood came back to her, especially this: the many mornings she had watched as her mother stirred congee in a pot. Neither of them saying anything as she did what girl children were supposed to and laid out the cutlery. Five porcelain bowls. Five porcelain spoons. All chipped somewhere, the smooth glaze giving way to a roughness, like used sandpaper. Her mother would remind her to give the one perfect spoon to her youngest brother – Meng had a habit of biting down on cutlery as he ate from them. ‘He’s going to swallow a bit of china one day,’ her mother used to say.

   For the last hundred days, it was the Old One who came back to her. How she had left him that evening. The way he looked – she should have known; was trying not to think it while she combed his hair, telling herself how little he had changed. His hair was a little thinner, like a toothbrush that had lost some of its bristles. Thinner, and more white than black now, she thought as she combed it back. Lines around his eyes that stretched to his temples. She wanted to say it then, how he hadn’t changed much. Instead she said, ‘You look good today. Colour in your face,’ and wondered if he could tell she was lying, wondered if by saying it, she could will it into being. He smiled while she rubbed a damp cloth over his face, his neck, his hands, cracking his joints as she wiped from palm to nail. She saw how blue his fingertips were and knew it was a bad thing even though she didn’t know why.

   Chia Soon Wei had said nothing as his wife fed him his evening meal and cleaned him. Every single word drew much-needed breath out of him, made his heart flutter and race. His voice used to ring through people, through walls, like a gong being struck. Now, it flitted out of him like a dark moth, barely visible. He nodded to thank her as she sat down and held the sidebar on the bed, and wanted to start talking before she got up again to do something else, like pour another tumbler of water or tuck the sheet under his feet. Wanted to urge her to finish her story before it was too late, before both of them ran out of time. He knew what the unsaid did to people. Ate away at them from the inside. He had told Wang Di nothing. Not until a few years into their marriage, following a rare day at the beach. After that, all he wanted to do was talk about the war. What he had done. Not done. He’d brought it up one day at home, was beginning to tell Wang Di what happened during the invasion but stopped when he saw that she was drawing back from him as he spoke, as if she were an animal, netted in the wild; and her face, how wide her eyes had become, how very still. The point was made even clearer when she woke that night, kicking and thrashing, cracking the dark with her cries. He had watched her until the sun came up, in case she had another nightmare, afraid that he might fall asleep and have his own. His usual, recurring one. One that he woke quietly from in the morning and carried around with him. One he had been carrying around with him for more than fifty years.

   That day, at the hospital, he wanted to tell her that he understood, that it took time, gathering courage, finding the right words. But what a pity it was that they hadn’t started earlier. What came out instead was this: flutter flutter. A whisper that crumpled in the air half heard.

   ‘What did you say, Old One?’

   ‘I said you should finish your story. From yesterday.’

   She nodded to mean yes, yes I really should, but her hands were shaking. She had told him everything. Everything but.

   He beckoned to her. Closer. Come closer. Wang Di went to him, leaning towards his mouth.

   ‘There’s nothing to be ashamed about. You did nothing –’ he looked at her now, so fiercely that she had to force herself to hold his gaze ‘– nothing wrong.’

   ‘I know. I know.’ But she was shaking her head, her body betraying what she thought. What she wanted to say was: You might change your mind. You might change your mind after I tell you the rest of it. So she hemmed and hawed, then started talking about the various neighbours who had come over to say goodbye over the last few days, about the trash heaps that people were leaving behind, piled up along the corridor.

   One of the last things she said to her husband was, ‘You should see the state of the building! Rubbish everywhere – old textbooks, a mini fridge – as if it doesn’t matter anymore, now that the building is going to be demolished.’

   This was another thing she regretted. How she had rattled on instead of asking him if there was anything he wanted to tell her, to unburden himself of. And this one question in particular: where he had been every 12th of February (until his legs started to fail him) and who with. All questions that had looped over and over in her head the first time he had left and come back again at the end of the day. All questions that she’d practised saying out loud every year after that while he was gone. That she pushed away the moment he returned home. And all because of that little voice, not unlike her mother’s, which hissed at her, warning that he might want answers of his own, out of her.

   And then what would happen? Would she stay silent? Would she lie?

   This is how it became their part of their life. Wang Di turning away when he said he would be gone for the entire day. How she would say goodbye to him over her shoulder as if it meant nothing to her; how she laid out the dinner things in silence when he arrived home later that day smelling of smoke and dirt and sweat. All of this, they repeated. A play of sorts, an act, that they would repeat year after year for almost half a century.

   Even then, at the last, she let it lie. A sore point left untouched for so long that it would be too painful, too ludicrous to bring up at the eleventh hour.

   She skirted the topic. Started complaining about other people’s rubbish.

   At eight that evening the nurse came in, and in the quiet way of hers, signalled the end of visiting hours. A tap of her white orthopaedic shoes on the floor. A low cough. Wang Di stood. She and her husband had never hugged in public. Not once in fifty-four years. Instead she gripped his hands, then his feet on the way out. Cold. As if he were dying from the bottom up.

   The old lady batted away the thought by waving her hand. ‘Bye-bye, I’ll see you tomorrow.’ Her words sounded strange, like an off-key note in an orchestra but she kept smiling. Nodding. Squeezing his foot.

   He waved without lifting his elbow off the bed.

   Wang Di waved back, turned the corner and left.

   The next day, she had woken with the resolve to try harder, reminded herself not to hold back later on. She had made him his favourite soup: pork with pickled cabbage and peppercorns and she left it to warm in the slow cooker while she did the day’s collection. Returned home when it got too humid, the heat like a hot damp blanket around her body, and opened the front door to the salty perfume of bone broth. It was almost noon when she arrived at the hospital with the sense of something gone wrong. If she could she would have run. For a moment, when she got to his ward and found him gone, she half expected a nurse to come and touch her arm and say that he was just in the shower, he was strong enough now. Or that he had been wheeled away for an X-ray or scan. But no. She was there for a few minutes, the red thermos like a weight in her arm before anyone took notice of her.

   The bed had already been stripped. What they would never tell her was the way he had died. How his heart had stopped beating and the doctor on duty and two nurses had hurried in. How the young doctor had leaped on top of the bed, knees on either side of the patient, and started doing chest compressions. How, finally, the head nurse – the same one who went into the ward to tell Wang Di that her husband had passed away – had laid a hand on the doctor’s arm to get him to stop. He climbed off the bed, straightened his clothes and looked at his watch, noting the time of death. 10:18.

   ‘We called you at home but there was no answer.’ The image of the doctor and Mr Chia, dead or dying, bounding up from the mattress again and again from the force of each compression was still playing behind the nurse’s eyes. On and off and on, like a film projector on the blink. She pinched the top of her nose to make it go away. ‘He went peacefully…like falling asleep,’ she said, her voice cracking at the effort of the small, merciful lie, her cloying words. Like talking to a child. When in fact what happened was the man’s heart had failed. He had been lucky the first time. Not the second.

   Wang Di couldn’t fathom the possibility that the Old One was dead, couldn’t even begin to think about it so she started apologizing to the nurse instead. ‘I’m sorry. You called? I’m sorry I was out.’ She had been picking up cardboard and newspapers, getting her collection weighed at the recycling truck when the Old One had died. $9.10. That was how much she had been paid that morning. She tried to recall how it had come to this, how quickly it had happened – in little more than a month. First a cold. Then this. How could a cold kill you? she thought, reaching forward to put a hand on the bed. The sheets on it were cool, fresh from a cupboard. It was then, while the nurse was giving her the pale, sanitized version of what had happened, telling her that his death had something to do with his age and an infection and his heart – that the words ‘I should have asked him, I should have asked him,’ thrummed in her head. So that when the nurse asked if there was anyone they could call for her, perhaps a child or another family member, all Wang Di could say was, ‘I don’t know. I don’t know anything about my husband.’

   Afterwards, she had sat in a white-walled room as they brought her papers to sign. When she told them she couldn’t write (or read), someone ran out for an ink pad and helped her press her thumb into it, as if she hadn’t done it before, couldn’t manage it herself. And the way they kept saying his name. ‘Chia Soon Wei,’ over and over again, she forgot why, could only think about the fact that she had never called him Soon Wei. Not once. It was a week after the wedding ceremony before she could look him full in the face. A whole month before she started to call him Old One, a joke (another first with her new husband) because he was eighteen years her senior.

   At his wake, the guests – mostly neighbours – kept saying the same thing to her: ‘Uncle Chia had a long life.’ Each time, she had nodded and replied, ‘Ninety-three,’ as if to reassure them and herself that they were right, that ninety-three was good enough. It made her wonder how long she might last after him. Later on, lying alone in the dark after his cremation, she had decided that ninety-three was nothing at all. He had promised more.

   A month after that, she had moved from Block 204 to this apartment. As was planned before the Old One’s death. Everything went on the way things did after someone died. The housing officer came by to give her three sets of keys. The volunteers at the community centre packed everything up and installed her in the new place. While all this was happening, Wang Di spoke and walked and slept with a Soon Wei-sized absence right next to her. The illogicality of it. Both of them were supposed to move to the new place. Just as both of them had looked at the buildings offered by the housing board and picked out the one closest to the home they’d lived in for forty years. The housing agent had rolled out a map of Singapore – a shape that always reminded Wang Di of the meat of an oyster – and drew dots to show them where the buildings were. ‘Here,’ he’d said, ‘here’s where you live now.’ He drew a red dot. ‘And there, there, there – those are the buildings that are available.’ Three more red dots. They chose the one closest by, a thumb’s length away on the map. It turned out to be thirty minutes away on foot. It might as well have been another country, another continent.

   Moving had meant losing him again. Losing everything: the neighbours with whom he would play chess for two hours every evening before coming back up to help with dinner. The stall from which he would buy a single packet of chicken rice every Sunday afternoon, him taking most of the gizzard, her taking most of the tender, white meat. The medicine hall’s musty waiting room where she’d sat, staring at illustrated charts pointing to body parts both inside and out, while the sinseh took his pulse and stuck needles into him. Each of these things, person, each place, holding a part of her husband like an old shirt that still retained the smell of his skin.

   After the movers left, she had busied herself unpacking, opening box after box until she tore open the one filled with Soon Wei’s belongings. She had disposed of nothing, given nothing away even at the volunteers’ quiet urging. There they were: his walking cane, four shirts, three pairs of trousers, and two pairs of shoes. His sewing kit. A plain wooden box containing his Chinese chess pieces, the words on top worn smooth from touch. A biscuit tin packed with newspaper clippings and letters. She had sat down then, on top of the box, and wept.

   The box was now next to the bed. The surface of it clean, bare except for an alarm clock. Once a week, Wang Di peeled back one cardboard flap so she could inhale the scent of his clothes and papers, then shut it again, as if the memory of him could waft away if she left it open for too long. She looked at it now, her fingers furling and unfurling. No, too soon, she decided, then got up to open the front door. This was what she used to do – leave the front door open to let the neighbours know she was home – the gesture like a smile or a wave. But it seemed they spoke a different tongue here. Her new neighbours didn’t even leave their shoes outside because they thought they might get stolen. Two months living here and she had only exchanged a hello and goodbye with someone’s live-in domestic. Now and again she heard voices, soft and companionable, passing her door. The shuffle of well-worn soles. But they were gone before she could unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth quickly enough to call out a greeting. She wondered if she might be able to do it again, hold a proper conversation. All she said nowadays was ‘Good morning, how much does this cost?’ ‘Too much!’ ‘Too little!’ ‘Thank you.’ Maybe she would be found one day wandering the streets, able to say little else. To make sure she wouldn’t end up like that, she sometimes repeated the news as she heard it on the radio, saying the words aloud, aware that the Old One might have said these words to her had he been alive; he liked to read the thick Sunday paper to her while they sat on a tree-shaded bench.

   As she listened to the news radio that morning, she recited:

   ‘Household income. Grim view of bottom earners. Top percentile richer.’

   ‘Schoolboys arrested for throwing water bombs.’

   ‘National University of Singapore revamping its courses to produce more leaders for the country.’

   ‘And now we have the hourly traffic updates. Major incident on the A.Y.E.’

   A quarter of an hour later she had said all she was going to say for the rest of that day. She made coffee. Halved a mangosteen – his favourite fruit – and placed both halves in a bowl, white flesh facing up. A hundred days. At the altar, she stuck three joss sticks in the tin can and cleared her throat. The thought that she’d had months ago, at the hospital, blooming to the surface. I never let you talk. I should have let you. Here she paused, picturing how she had stopped him each time he brought up the war. How she froze, or left the room, or cried. How his need to talk about what happened during the war had given way to her fear of it, so that she was left now with the half history of a man she had known for most of her life. ‘I’m going to fix it. I am,’ she said, a little below her breath. She wasn’t sure how. Not yet. But she would find out, had to find out, all that she could about what happened to him during those lost years. ‘I’m going to fix it,’ she repeated. Here her voice gave, and she had to force herself to smile and change the subject. ‘I might need your help but you don’t mind, do you? Staying around?’

   Because aside from Soon Wei’s photo on the altar, there was a stark absence of anything else that might hint at a wider family. An absence as real as a wall, so solid you would have to be blind to miss it. No cluster of toys for visiting grandchildren, no extra chairs around the kitchen table for large weekend dinners. Nothing on the walls except for the pages cut out of Zao Bao, the Chinese morning paper, and the English paper (which the Old One couldn’t read but had clipped out anyway for their accompanying photos). He had collected them for years, and the collection had grown over time into a patchwork of paper tacked up on the wall of their home. On the day of the move, she had made sure to remove the articles herself. One of the things she did that first evening in the new apartment was to put them up on the wall along the kitchen table, a fine approximation of where they had been before. There was one picture of Senior Minister Lee Kwan Yew shaking hands with the Japanese prime minister, a short column of words right underneath it. Another was a photo of two women in traditional Korean dress; one of them held a handkerchief to her face, the other stared straight into the camera, lower jaw hard, daring the viewer to blink.

   The Old One had watched her face as she looked at the two Korean women. His voice was soft, cautious when he said, ‘People are still talking about it… People who remember what happened during the war.’ And he had read the column aloud, which he did when there was something in the paper that he thought might interest her. She had listened and not said a word. The quiet afterwards was so thick she felt that someone had wrapped a bale of wool around her head. Later that evening, when the Old One was taking a shower, she got up to peer at the woman whose face was half obscured. That could be her – Jeomsun, she thought. Wang Di remembered how, decades ago, they had talked about her going to visit one day. Jeomsun had laughed and promised to take her on a long walk into the mountains; it was one of her favourite things to do. Wang Di had told her it would be her first time then, seeing a mountain, climbing one. There were no real mountains in Singapore, she’d told her, only hills. Jeomsun had said, ‘You know, it sounds strange but I feel the absence of it. Like I’ve lost a limb, or an ear, almost. You live in a strange country, little sister, the wet heat, the land all flat and small.’ It was then that Wang Di realized how little her world was, how strange and cloistered everyone else must think of her place of birth – all the soldiers and tradesmen, the captives brought over by ship. A cramped little prison island.

   The memory had landed like a hot slap across her face. She couldn’t stop hearing their voices – not just Jeomsun’s, Huay’s as well. After decades of muffling their voices in her head. Of trying not to see them when she closed her eyes at night.

   Later that evening, she had asked, ‘Those women that you read about, who are protesting… Do they live in Korea?’

   ‘Yes, yes. But there are others too. In China, Indonesia, the Philippines…’ He had stopped there, nodding slowly. Eyes on her the entire time.

   He had given her that same weighted nod earlier this year as he waited for her to speak. The week before he caught a cold. The cold that made him ill for close to a month before he toppled over with a heart attack. But even before all that, before the visits to the Western doctor who dispensed antibiotics like giving candy to children, before Wang Di’s long wait for the ambulance which seemed to take the entire afternoon to arrive, before all that, he seemed to know it was coming. The approaching, ultimate silence. And he had behaved accordingly, Wang Di realized afterwards, and insisted on having a Lunar New Year meal. A proper reunion dinner, not sitting in bed in front of the TV but at the table. She had returned home from collecting cardboard one afternoon to the smell of roast duck procured from Lai Chee Roast Chicken and Duck at the market. There was soup stock bubbling away in an electric steamboat on the table. And fishcake, raw stuffed okra, silky tofu and straw mushrooms, all plated on the side, ready to be plunged into the boiling soup. Sweet tang yuan to round off the meal. Cutlery already in place. She had smiled and combed her hair while he scooped rice into two bowls. It had been years since they had shared a reunion dinner like that and they started off much too polite, sitting straight up in their chairs as if they were meeting for the first time. It took them a while to stop watching each other over the tops of their bowls and begin talking about their day. The sweet dumplings they ate to the sound of the eight o’clock news on the radio, settling back into their easy silence.

   Later, she went to bed and found him sitting up with his eyes shut. Wang Di had to resist the urge to wake him – she had never liked watching him as he slept. His face was meant to be lively. He had dark, bristling eyebrows meant for wiggling above his eyes, a sturdy nose that he wrinkled as he worked. A mouth full of square teeth that he ate and grinned and tore off threads with. At rest now, it was as if he were only a fraction of himself. Wang Di could see what he might look like if he were never to move again.

   So she put her hand on the top of his shoulder and shook. ‘Old One, are you awake?’

   He flared his nostrils wide but said nothing, nor did he slide down into his usual sleeping position, flat on his back with one arm above his head. She sank into the mattress, close to his feet, trying to find the firmest spot in their sat-upon, laid-upon, age-old bed, and waited for him to speak.

   ‘Tell me a story.’

   It was then that she knew he had been waiting to say this. Waiting decades for the right moment. And now he couldn’t wait anymore. ‘What – what story?’

   ‘Any story.’

   She stayed silent for a while until he put his hand on hers; she had been tapping her nails on the bed frame without meaning to.

   ‘Just talk about something from your childhood, where you went with your mother on market day, for example, what you saw there.’

   The clock ticked its thin, plastic tick. Minutes passed. The first thing that came to her was this: ‘There used to be a man who sold his songs near the city.’

   She stopped to look at him and he nodded slowly, telling her to go on. ‘He would be outside one of the coffee shops whenever it was not raining, sitting on a bamboo stool, a well-worn walking stick gripped in his left hand. His face looked like it was made of ragged sackcloth and he hardly moved while he waited for the right moment to begin. Then he sang. And the sound of feet around him hushed for their owners to hear better. The market with its stalls selling vegetables and home-grown poultry, the noodle stall with its sweaty cook pouring pork-based soup into bowls. The chatter of the market never stopped, but the sound of his voice, his songs about home, about missing the old country, about love and its ills, lulled everything around him into a different rhythm. Even the noodle man, with a cloth wrung around his neck to catch drops of sweat, could be seen using the same cloth to dab at his eyes whenever he thought no one was looking. People clustered around the old man, going close, listening with hands behind their backs or clasped at their chests and at the end of it, some of the people who had gathered around to listen threw coins into a tin mug.

   ‘I always stood at the edge of the crowd, out of sight, peeping now and then to look at the expression on his face. It pained me that I had nothing to give him and I made myself walk away before the end so that he wouldn’t see me – never with a coin but always there, long after my vegetables and eggs were sold, listening.’

   When she stopped, she could hear the last of her words clinging to the warm air in the room. He opened his eyes and nodded once more. Go on. She took a deep breath as if she were about to plunge her head into water, ignoring her mother’s voice in her head. What she had said to Wang Di the night before her wedding: ‘Remember. Don’t tell anyone what happened. No one. Especially not your husband.’

   When Wang Di spoke again, it was about home. About the year it all began – her almost-marriage to someone else, her too-short childhood, the war. For a week, they sat like this in the night, in the dark, the Old One leaning towards the sound of her voice. This was how she started.
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   If Auntie Tin had arrived at our door an hour earlier, I might have found myself married off right before the turn of the year. As it was, her rickshaw driver was new to the island and kept taking one wrong turn after the other.

   ‘Honestly, they should know where they’re going, don’t you think?’ she whispered as she dabbed her temples with a handkerchief, trying to explain her fluster. I didn’t yet know who she was, or what she was there for, but I was already on her side. Anyone who had to meet my father’s steely silence that day deserved to be pitied. I wanted to tell her that it was not her fault, that she had simply come at the wrong time.

   My parents had been having the same fight every few months for over a year now. This evening, it had begun as it always did, with my mother brandishing a letter.

   I heard my father curse under his breath, promising that he would take her earnings away to stop her from bringing any more letters to the letter reader in town. My mother was the only woman in our village who kept the money she made, hiding coins under floorboards and within the hems of her clothes. My father closed one eye to it, and to the fact that the other men in the village mocked him for being soft.

   ‘They’re starving,’ she cried, ‘the people in my old town. My home.’

   It was only when the Japanese captured Shantou that my mother started calling it ‘home’. Until then, she only mentioned her birthplace occasionally, each time with a voice steeped in relief and guilt. Relief at having escaped the oppressive poverty and the natural disasters that swept through much too often. Guilt, of course, at having left her family behind, and how easily she had done it. When news came through about the Japanese navy’s arrival on the Southern Chinese coast via motorboats, then of the city’s quick capitulation in mid-1939, my mother wept openly and called out for her da ge and er ge, her nainai – her two older brothers and her grandmother. I could only stand by and watch, my stomach heavy, churning. Later that day, I went to the outhouse and almost tipped into the hole at the sight of fresh, red blood in my underwear. When I told my mother that I just had my first bleed, her face lifted in a half-smile and cracked again into sobs. For many nights after that, I dreamed about ships and blood. All of it silent, backdropped by the sound of my mother’s weeping. I was fourteen.

   For the next two years, she’d continued talking about her large extended family and the crumbling, grey-tiled building that they shared with a number of other households. The inner courtyard where they would gather to share a pot of tea on a clear day. Her pet geese. How she used to take dips in the river in the peak of summer. Her parents had betrothed her to my father as soon as she was born, and when she was fourteen (and he, eighteen), they got married. My mother moved out of her parents’ home and into my father’s ancestral home in the next village up, only to wave farewell to him a few days later. It was a full day’s journey before he got to the port of Guangzhou and almost two weeks in a junk before it docked in the promised land – Singapore. There, amidst the babel of languages (other Chinese dialects he could just about comprehend; plus Malay, Tamil and English, which he could not) and a quay teeming with bobbing sampans, he stopped, breathing in the hot air, smoky from the exhaust of idling trucks and the long  pipes of foremen directing their labourers between boats and warehouses. Even then, through the lingering vestiges of seasickness, my father could smell opportunity in the air, a riotous mixture of rice and chilli and tobacco, and realized that he would never again see his family’s roaming tracts of barren farmland. Never again see his mother, though he had promised to return once he had made his fortune. Out of the depths of the ship’s hull and away from its sweating, sickly masses, this simple act of walking across land almost made him break down in regret and gratitude. By the time he arrived at the address he had been given – a Hokkien clan house – he was so euphoric from the bustle and colour and temple music coming from every lane and corner of Chinatown that he said yes to the first job he was offered. The next day, he bussed up north to a part of Singapore dense and dark with rubber trees. A different world, he marvelled, though he soon realized that he had exchanged the onerous farm work back home for similar work that paid him only a few cents more and required him to rise at two in the morning instead of five.

   By the end of his first day, his face and arms were mosquito-stung and his hands scored from multiple accidents with his tapping knife. His fellow workers quietly laughed as he stumbled over tree roots. Rubber tapping paid badly but it doesn’t break your back, they reminded him. In a few weeks, his skin had stopped reacting to insect bites and his eyes had grown used to the gloom and depth of the rubber grove. He sent money home every month. Along with the money, my father included a letter enquiring after his parents’ health, and then his young wife’s, in that order. They wrote back, his eldest brother’s slashing script seeping through the paper in spots, telling him that his parents’ health was good but for the usual aches that came and went with the rain; that his wife was readying herself for married life learning to sew and cook; that his six siblings were busy trying to coax something out of the leached soil.

   It took my father years of scoring veins into the trunks of trees and years of living in an eight-to-a-room dormitory before he could afford a house. A little wooden house in Hougang, a village notorious for the stench of its pig farms, but a house all the same. It was several months before he could send for his wife. By the time she set foot in her new country, they had been apart for four years. My mother was the one who recognized my father. Went up to him and tapped him on the shoulder. For in the space between their first and second meeting, she had changed – child to woman – the milk fat on her cheeks had vanished, tapering down to a pointed chin. She was all but unrecognizable. To her blank and unwavering gaze, all my father could say was, ‘Lao Po, you have changed!’

   ‘Lao Po,’ my father now said. Wife, old woman. He only called her this during the height of an argument, or when he was trying to plead with her. ‘We already send money home every Lunar New Year. We can’t afford boat fares for anyone, much less the entire family. Look around us. Do you think we have anything to spare?’ I followed the sweep of his arm as he directed it around our attap hut, pointing at the one rattan chair that no one ever sat in because they were afraid to wear it out; at the one bedroom where all of us slept, my brothers and I sharing a single bed, sleeping head to foot to head; at me. I was standing at the dining table, chopping up kong sin vegetables and making sure there were no snails hidden among the deep green stalks when he nodded in my direction. ‘We can’t even afford to send her to school.’

   ‘Are you telling me you’re going to let them starve? Is that what you’re saying?’

   ‘I’m saying we are barely making ends meet. I’m saying that the boys can’t read or do their homework after sunset because we’re rationing the candles, I’m saying we have nothing to give. Look, look.’ He turned out his empty pockets, flapped the hem of his shirt to show how thin the cotton had become from years of washing.

   ‘One of my brothers is thinking about coming over.’

   ‘What are you talking about? You think the boats are running? There are Japanese ships in their harbour. The whole of Guangdong province has been under Japanese rule for two years. What do you think they’re going to do if anyone goes to the port looking to leave? This is madness, this is –’

   ‘If no one is allowed to leave, how did this letter get to me? Maybe there is a way, if they travel inland.’

   ‘And what then? Even if they manage to cross the South China Sea without getting captured by the Japs. What then? Who’s going to give them jobs?’ My father was almost heaving. His back curled like a cat’s backed into a corner. The rubber industry had collapsed a few years ago. With it went the plantation and my father’s job. Now he did what work he could: poorly paid odd jobs for a furniture store in town, and manual labour in the pig farms in our village sometimes, only to make ends meet. ‘What, do you want to sell one of the children to pay for the upkeep of your family? Maybe the girl?’

   That was the moment Auntie Tin rapped on the door. I smelled her perfume before I saw her, a floral note amidst the deep musk of farm animals and earth around us.

   ‘Hello, hello, Mr Ng, Mrs Ng. I’m Mrs Tin,’ said the visitor, smiling.

   My parents, caught mid-quarrel, folded their arms across their chests.

   The visitor continued smiling and held out a paper bag with both hands. ‘Pastries. Tangerines.’

   My mother passed the paper bag to me and said, ‘Go. Finish making dinner out the back.’

   Out of sight, I tried to eavesdrop on their conversation but they were whispering, their voices drowned out by the cries of children playing outside and the chatter of our neighbours relaxing before their evening meal. The smell of tangerines filled the kitchen as I finished washing the vegetables and I was trying to start the fire underneath the wok when my mother called for me.

   ‘Wang Di! Bring us some tea.’ Her voice like a crack of a whip, making me wonder what I had done this time.

   When I brought them the tea, my parents were sitting on the kitchen stools and the woman was deep in our one good rattan chair, making the wicker stretch and creak as she looked me over from top to bottom and up again. The curls in her hair were freshly set and there was gold on her arms and on her earlobes, little yellow hoops that she rubbed every now and then between finger and thumb as if to make sure that they were still there.

   She nodded as I handed her a cup. ‘Good girl. Call me Auntie Tin.’ Then to Ma, ‘You have just one daughter, yes?’

   ‘Yes, just one.’

   ‘And did I hear you say “Wang Di”? Is that her official name?’

   My mother nodded and Auntie Tin turned to me, the perm wobbling on her head as she did so. ‘Girl, do you want to know what your name means? Would you like a husband? I have just the man for you in mind.’

   It was only then that I realized that I didn’t know what my name meant. The realization dropped like a stone down my throat, into my belly. Confused, I nodded, then shook my head. Yes. No.

   My father said nothing but started agitating the spoon in his cup, as if he were ringing a bell.

   ‘Wang, meaning “hope” or “to look forward to”. Di, “little brother”.’ She turned and gestured outside with her hand, as if she knew that my brothers were out playing and might step through the doorway any moment. ‘Wise name. And good girl’– she nodded at me –‘for bringing your parents good luck. Two brothers, this is something I can tell potential suitors about.’

   My father dropped the spoon with a clatter. ‘She’s too young.’

   ‘Oh, it doesn’t have to be today. I’ll just put her name down and you can let me know whenever you’re ready.’ She drew out a palm-sized notebook from her bosom, blood-red and pulsing with all the names and potential it held within its pages. ‘Ng. Wang. Di,’ she said as she wrote, the fortune mole above her lip leaping with anticipation. I had never heard my name spoken so many times in one day and I hadn’t seen it written before. I leaned forward to watch the characters appear on paper, admiring the way she did it, as easily as brushing crumbs off a table.
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   ‘You are, what, seventeen this year?’ she continued, pencil hovering above a line.

   ‘Sixteen,’ my mother corrected.

   ‘Ah, good. Just right.’

   ‘She’s too young.’

   ‘Lots of girls get married at this age.’

   ‘We’ll need time to talk about this.’ My mother turned towards my father, who looked away, out of the door, as if he were expecting someone else to arrive.

   ‘Of course, of course. But don’t take too long ah… People get nervous during times like these – they start to think about families, babies, making a home of their own. A lot of women back in China got married before the start of the occupation, you know, just to make sure that they don’t get taken away to be dancing girls, or worse…’

   I heard my father muttering below his breath in dialect. ‘Another one. Another woman who cannot let go.’

   ‘Mr Ng?’

   My father cleared his throat and switched to speak in Mandarin. ‘That has nothing to do with us. That war is all the way across the sea.’

   ‘You may think that but I’ve heard differently.’

   My mother was nearly in tears. The letter, I knew, was still tucked up into her sleeve. ‘What? What have you heard?’

   The woman now lowered her voice and leaned towards my mother. ‘Oh, that they’re getting close, spreading out. You know that they’re planning to attack Malaya, right? And once they have Malaya, they will come down south. And then it will only be a matter of weeks, if not days –’

   ‘Hu shuo ba dao,’ my father muttered. Nonsense. ‘The British are here. They have ships and planes and cannons protecting our island. A few Japanese soldiers aren’t going to defeat the British.

   ‘Then why do they keep sending soldiers here? Why do they tell us to dig air-raid shelters? To go to the hospitals and donate blood?’ Auntie Tin’s voice was low, her matchmaker’s charm put on hold for a moment.

   She had walked past the bomb shelters, of course. The one my father had dug one morning along with four other men as the village elder gave instructions from outside the trench, his hands behind his back. For a few hours, the air had been filled with the chink of metal hitting earth and dry rustles as earth landed back on the ground. When the village elder retreated into the shade, the men started to talk, laughing at a joke I couldn’t hear. My father was back before lunch, the shovel tipped carelessly over his shoulder. He didn’t know why they bothered at all since no one was going to use it – it was going to fill up with rainwater, he said as he took a drink of water. The bomb shelters didn’t look fortuitous. They looked like trenches. Like rectangles of carved-out ground, waiting for coffins to be lowered into them.

   Auntie Tin opened her mouth again, caught herself, and turned her unspoken words into a wide smile. I saw a silver tooth in the back of her mouth.

   ‘All I’m saying is, Mr and Mrs Ng, all the good matches might get snapped up if you wait too long.’ There was something in her eyes that hinted she was prepared for anything that might happen, almost; that it was this ease of adapting, her flexibility, that had given her all she had. Her jewellery, her cotton samfu with its silky knotted buttons. ‘So yes, discuss this among yourselves. I will visit again after the new year.’ Then she beamed, eyes crinkling, patient, like a snake that has just swallowed a fat brown hen. She had got what she had come for: tea, a friendly exchange, the beginnings of a guanxi – a connection – to another young woman in the village.

   ‘That woman didn’t know what she was talking about.’ My father had been bristling all day ever since the visit from the matchmaker, but my mother ignored him as she gave everyone except him a bit of the salty radish omelette. ‘We’re not going to get her’– he pointed his chopsticks at me – ‘married off just because of some silly rumour. Anyway, we need her at home.’

   He had said the same thing when I was ten and a teacher from the neighbourhood school came to ask if I was going to be enrolled that following term.

   ‘It’s brand new and only half an hour away. Ten minutes, if she has a bike,’ she had added, looking around to see if there was one. Her eyes went left and right, right and left, to the open door and the windows until she saw the one my father used for work, the front and back carriage rusted over and strewn with metal parts, a spare bicycle tyre. She cleared her throat and sipped the tea my mother had given her. Even the sounds she made drinking were delicate. Her hands were pale, almost white; small and as perfect as a doll’s. ‘Uncle, please think about it. Times are different. We might still live in the kampong but everyone sends their children to school now –’

   But my father had simply waved his hands in front of her. ‘She has two brothers; one is in the third year of primary school, the other will go when he’s older. That’s already two sets of uniforms. Plus the books. The shoes. We can’t afford to –’

   ‘Oh, please don’t worry about that. People donate things all the time, I can help you with –’

   ‘No. No help. We don’t accept charity.’

   ‘Nearly everyone receives an education nowadays, even the girls. She’s already a few years late but we can –’

   ‘She’s a girl. What can she gain from going to school that her mother can’t teach her? We need her at home.’ He pointed into the front yard, where the chickens were, and then into the wild, open back yard that extended into the trees. While my father cycled around the city doing odd jobs for a furniture store (deliveries, mostly, and bits of light carpentry) and my mother went around the village collecting laundry, I went to the market every morning with a basket of eggs and sweet potatoes. Once there, I would lay out sheets of newspapers and spread out what I had. Sometimes all the produce went in an hour, sometimes I had to take everything home again with me; and the weight of it slowed me down so that I arrived home later than normal. I would see my mother watching from the window, knowing that I had made no money that day but she would say nothing and I would say nothing. The feeling of it would pervade all throughout dinner so that my throat closed up and I would have to swallow again and again to keep my food from rising from my stomach.

   I nodded. When the woman looked at me, it was with a look that made me feel watched – the way an animal might feel watched. She was cautious with my father like that, as if he were a large dog, tame enough, but which could still pounce.

   ‘I don’t want to go to school,’ I said, even though no one had asked me. My father nodded as I hoisted Meng onto my hip. Look at this, I wanted to say, to shame her, to remind her that there were needful things – and then there were things that people wanted, that anyone could want, but could live without. Meat and fish for dinner more than just twice a year. New clothes. An education. I had stared back at her, unblinking, wanting to sound older than I was, wanting to be on the side of my family because they were the only thing I knew. ‘I don’t need it,’ I’d added, revelling in a sour satisfaction as the teacher got up to leave.

   My mother, still sore about my father’s refusal to send money to her family, refused to speak to him throughout dinner. Every now and then, as she moved to pick up morsels of food to put into her bowl, I heard the crinkle of paper under her blouse. A few days later, I saw her wrap her jade pendant, a pale green stone that she had always worn on a loop of string around her neck, in cotton and slide it into an envelope. I imagine that the jade was still warm when she brought it to the post office. For the next few months, I would catch her in the middle of reaching for it, her hand going to the dip in her throat, and find nothing. My father never noticed.

   I imagine, too, that she was already thinking about sending her family the pendant that evening. The matchmaker’s warning about the war was ringing in my ears but the only thing I could think about then was my future husband – what he might look like, where we would live, whether he would be kind.

   Yan Ling came by the following day as I was feeding the chickens and collecting their eggs. I felt her watching me and knew what was on her mind before she’d said it.

   ‘Did she visit you as well? The matchmaker?’

   ‘Yes.’ I rolled one egg, still warm, in my hand. Who would collect them, I thought, if I weren’t around?

   ‘She wanted to talk to my sister, not me.’ Yan Ling bit her top lip, then released it so that her cleft reappeared, bruised and shining, like a fresh scar. ‘What did your parents say?’

   I shook my head and set the five eggs in my basket, nestling them in a circle, pointy ends up. When I turned back, she was chewing on the end of her plait, looking relieved.

   We set off for the market together, trading details about the matchmaker’s visit as we went down the lane. Yan Ling’s parents had taken one look at Auntie Tin, the precious metals adorning her neck and wrist, the gifts of fruit and biscuits and said yes. They had brought out her younger sister after pinching her cheeks red and pink, and forced her to smile for the audience of one. ‘Do this for us,’ they had told her. She was barely sixteen.

   ‘They made me sit in the bedroom, in the dark, until she was gone,’ Yan Ling said.

   I made useless, empathetic sounds as we went down the lane, past the other attap huts that were waking up, not knowing who to feel worse for: Yan Ling, because she had been passed over as if she weren’t there, or her sister, for having been bartered for some food and the possibility of a bride price. I kicked at the lalang, their white, feathery tails. My skin would itch that evening and I would have to prise the weeds’ sharp teeth from my cloth shoes and my trousers. Neither of us said anything until we were outside the boundaries of the kampong, far enough to have left behind the heavy stench of pig pens and chicken coops, far enough so I could breathe in the smell of green and dew.

   ‘Do you think I’ll ever get married?’ she asked.

   I didn’t want to hurt her but I didn’t wish to lie to her either so I said, ‘Do you want to?’

   ‘I want three children, not seven like my mother. And all girls. I would hate to wash dishes all my life and end up with someone like my pa.’ There, between us, was the unspoken knowledge of her father’s quick temper. The way he disappeared for days on gambling binges, only to return when he was clean out of money. In the days after his homecoming, Mrs Yap would visit and cry over cups of tea while my mother rolled a hard-boiled egg over her fresh bruises to take the sting and colour of them away. ‘What about you?’

   There was a pause as she smiled. The look on her face struck me as strangely knowing, as if she was privy to something I wasn’t. It only became apparent to me what it was much later. This knowing had nothing to do with experience, but a conviction of her own desires. While I bargained with housewives and maids during the day, she was in the thick of downtown, working in a bustling kitchen next to cooks and waiters and delivery boys. From that, she seemed to have secreted away a kernel of private knowledge: the kind of men she liked, and the kind she didn’t. I was only a year younger than her but still a child by comparison, unburdened by longing.

   ‘No. Not yet. I want to leave the kampong and go into the city. Maybe I could do that first.’

   ‘How?’ Her eyes were round, incredulous.

   ‘I could get a job. A proper one. Where they pay you a salary at the end of every month. I don’t mind being a tea girl for a while and sharing a room with other women. And maybe… Maybe I could go to night school.’ I stopped there, hearing how foolish I sounded.

   Some people, treated poorly, grabbed any chance they could to lash out at anyone within touching distance. Yan Ling wasn’t one of them. She waited a little before replying and her words were soft, hesitant, an effort to cushion my hopes. ‘You will be so good at school. You’re clever. Not like me. I’m going to be stuck washing cups and dishes at the eating house all my life.’

   ‘Aiya, don’t be silly.’ I said, wanting to change the subject.

   ‘You’ll learn so much. Then you’ll find a job you like and meet a nice man and marry him. Don’t forget me then. I’ll still be a village girl who knows nothing. The only gift I have is knowing if my mother’s carrying a boy or a girl. It’s a boy this time. Again. You can tell from how high her belly is.’ She stopped and looked at me. ‘Promise me you’ll come back and visit.’

   We hooked pinkie fingers. The way we had done the first time we met. My family and I had just moved in and I had spotted her walking past our new place several times, looking in as I swept dirt out of the front door. She was always next to her mother or carrying a brother in her arms. A week later, I ran into her behind the public outhouse. She was crouching with her back pressed into the wooden wall, a finger pressed to her mouth. I only saw the cleft carved deep into her top lip when she took her finger away.

   ‘Yan Ling!’ someone was shouting, a woman. ‘Come here this instant!’

   ‘Why are you hiding?’

   ‘Shh… I spilled my brothers’ milk.’

   ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I have to go.’

   ‘Wait. You won’t tell?’

   ‘No… I don’t even know you.’

   ‘My name is Yan Ling. Now you know me. Don’t tell.’ She had extended a hand, then stuck out her pinkie.

   ‘Wang Di,’ I said, and we shook hands like that, with our little fingers. I waved at her before running home, past the woman, who was holding a bamboo whipping cane in her hand.

   That was more than ten years ago. We walked to market together most days, and most days we slowed down as we passed the neighbourhood school, a single wooden building, low and twice as long as it was wide, with a signboard over the front door. We did that now, watching as teachers and children from our kampong and beyond walked in. The students walking in were wearing khaki bottoms and white cotton shirts – dusty and rumpled because it was a Friday and most of them owned no more than one of each. I watched the boys walk in, a circle of pale yellow on the backs of their shirts from sweat and play.

   Yan Ling stopped walking and put the end of her plait in her mouth again. ‘What do you think they do all day?’

   ‘I don’t know.’ I didn’t tell her about the time I had crept in close after the bell had rung and crouched under a window, listening as the roll was called. Everyone was speaking in crisp Mandarin, not the dialect that we used at home. After all the names had been shouted out, the teacher read out a poem:

   
Before my bed, the moon is shining bright,

I think that it is frost upon the ground.

I raise my head and look at the bright moon,

I lower my head and think of home.



   I didn’t tell Yan Ling that I recited the poem to myself sometimes as I was walking back from market and that I could only guess how much I was missing out, that I thought it must be like being blind and not knowing how much I wasn’t able to see, all the colours and shapes of things that I could poorly imagine.

   We were about to leave when a neighbour waved at me from the doorway of the school building. I waved back, a little too late – she had already turned away to talk to one of her classmates. I tried to recall her name but what came to me were my mother’s words, ringing loud in my ears. They adopted her from another family – couldn’t have their own, you see. My only thought then had been, why not me? before a thin acid of betrayal flooded my stomach, shaming me into pinching myself. Still, I couldn’t help thinking of her as the younger, luckier sister I’d never had, and watched out for her every time I passed the school. There were books in her bag, books in the crook of her arm. Her school shirt was fresh, so white it was blue. I heard her laugh before she went inside. If I’d been her, I thought.

   At the start of December, Yan Ling’s mother came over with a box of kueh and announced that her daughter (‘No, not the older one, no. Yue Qing, the pretty one’) was getting married. Her smile was triumphant. This time, she didn’t stay for tea but lapped up my mother’s good wishes and my brothers’ excitement over the pastry box.

   ‘So? When is it happening?’ I asked Yan Ling that Sunday.

   ‘In February, right before Lunar New Year.’ She tried to look unconcerned, gazing from me to the palm trees that stuck up twice as high as the tallest houses. Pedlars passed with their wares, balancing aluminium canisters filled with soup across their shoulders. The weekends meant little to me, except the possibility that the produce would go quicker. For Yan Ling it meant nothing but more work. She washed dishes for a row of stalls along the street and on weekends they piled up all day until evening fell. Often she only got home after dark with her shoulders fallen in from hours hunched over the public tap, her hands red from scouring bowls and plates.

   ‘Do you think I’ll end up a spinster? Like a Samsui woman?’

   I thought about the women, new migrants, who stuck close to each other, as if they were still back in Samsui. The way they kept their hair brushed into one rigid pigtail. I often saw them working at construction sites with their scarlet headdresses, their faces smudged grey with dirt, the flesh on their bones scant and darkened by the sun.

   ‘No, of course not.’

   ‘You know, there are rumours about them – taking blood oaths never to marry. My mother says there’s something wrong with women like them. That they’re unnatural.’

   ‘You’ll find someone, don’t worry.’

   She made a sound of disbelief and touched her lip. I’d asked her once if the cleft hurt and she shook her head. A minute later, she changed her mind, saying, yes, whenever she saw her reflection.

   My tongue went dry, gritty. I chewed the inside of my mouth to make it water. ‘Follow me,’ I said, and ran ahead until I got to a fenced-in orchard. I spotted a tree close to the perimeter and sniffed the air. There they were: yellow globes dotting the green canopy. A breeze shifted the branches and they bobbed, nodding to me, yes, yes, yes. I handed Yan Ling the eggs and vegetables and went to the tree. It was a young one and would be easy work. I grabbed one branch with my right hand, pushed my foot into a hollow and hoisted myself up. I grabbed a higher branch with my left hand and pulled upwards again until I was wedged between trunk and limb, and reached, plucking the one closest to me, fat and yellow as a monk’s robe. As I slipped down the trunk, I heard a man shout. ‘AY! What do you think you’re doing? Stop!’

   ‘Quick,’ Yan Ling said, ‘Let’s go!’

   We ran past the orchard, past empty fields, until we reached the first noodle hawkers already serving their first customers, their faces hidden in bowls steaming with broth, stopping only when we got to the heart of the market, tight with hawkers jostling their pushcarts against their neighbours’. We went past servants with their starched white blouses, and mothers with babies strapped to their backs, and said good morning to the garlic and ginger man with his baskets full of ginger roots large as hands and the fruit seller with his piles of tangerines and melons waiting to be picked. Everyone was calling out for customers with croaky morning voices. The itch of dried shrimp and chilli in my nose. I pulled Yan Ling into an alley behind a row of shophouses and she watched as I pierced the skin of the mango with my fingernail, pulled back the soft leather and held it out to her.

   ‘No, no, you’re the one who plucked it. You should start.’

   The sharp sweetness of the mango made my teeth hurt. I held it away from my clothes so that juices dotted the floor.

   ‘Na.’ I passed the fruit to her. She took a cautious bite, and a second, larger one. Then looked up and grinned at me, revealing all of her front teeth up to the gums. For the next few minutes, we crouched, passing the fruit back and forth until all that was left was the pit, a white heart.

   I slept soundly that night and woke only when my mother shook me. When she did I forgot who I was for a second and reached out with my arms, like a child. I had dreamed about the wail of sirens. It sounded so real, I wanted to tell her. The words were in my mouth, were almost spilling out when I sat up and realized it was still in my ears, the siren’s howl circling above like an enraged animal. Then a thrumming in the clouds and then a sound like too-near thunder, the ground shifting.

   ‘Ma?’

   ‘Get up, get up. We have to go to the shelter.’

   It was four in the morning. War had begun.
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