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Part One





  
  
    Childhood
  

  1915–1926

  “There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.” Graham Greene
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    Singapore, 1915
  

  On a brooding August day, a small village in the eastern part of the island slumbered uneasily under the oppressive heat. The leaves of the trees were motionless; the voices of washerwomen lifted joyously into the air, pure and true, in rhythm with their activities on the riverbank, the hint of urgency in their movements heralding the approaching storm. The farmers in the fields had taken off their conical straw hats, their bare, sweating backs glistening like mirrors. It was late afternoon, but some fishermen were already making their way back to their huts, unwilling to risk being caught at sea in a storm. Black clouds hung like stalactites from the sky, and the village waited anxiously.

  In one farm hut, a Chinese woman writhed on her bed like an animal in pain, emitting fresh moans from paper-white lips as contractions stabbed at her body. Beads of sweat trickled down her face to wet her kebaya, and her bosom heaved as she gasped for the air that would ease her child into the world. The sound of a door opening penetrated the thick mist of suffering in the confinement room, and the woman looked up to see the face of Old Lingling, the village sorceress. 

  The crone uttered a soft expletive in Bazaar Malay before switching to Hokkien, the common Chinese dialect spoken in the village. “What can you expect but calamity if you give birth in the month of the hungry ghosts? Today is the seventh day of the seventh moon, when ghosts are clamouring to be let out of the gates of hell. Some ghosts are souls without descendants, and they want your child.”

  “No! Do not utter inauspicious words, Old Mother,” the woman, Chingching, pleaded, her arms flailing weakly in the air before falling to the oilcloth draping the bed. Her swollen body twisted with effort, and she continued in a whisper, “I know today is the double seventh, when we celebrate the love of the cowherd and the weaver maiden. The ghosts do not visit us until the fifteenth day, Old Mother.”

  Old Lingling was incensed. “You dare to correct me, Chingching? The double seventh day is a day of sorrow, when we recall the tragic love story of the cowherd and the weaver maiden. If we do not appease the gods and ghosts today, your baby, if lucky enough to live, will be unlucky in love, and have a doomed marriage.” 

  “But I was told that this day is auspicious for marriages! If one is married on the double seventh, one will have the faithful love of the cowherd and the weaver maiden of folklore,” Chingching whispered desperately. “No matter. Midwife, please place the T’ung Shu on my abdomen. The holy book will shield my womb from evil spirits.” 

  Old Lingling snorted. “The almanac cannot save you, girl. We need stronger measures.”

  Chingching sank back on the bed, drained. “I defer to your judgement. Oh, please do as you see fit, Old Mistress. We must protect my baby.”

  “Dan Long!” Old Lingling cried. “Come here, boy!”

  A thin boy of eight rushed in from the next room, eyes round with fright. Old Lingling thrust out a piece of yellow paper and instructed him to fetch red ink to write down a charm from the holy book, one which would protect the baby from evil spirits. 

  “Where is Liao Wei?” The old woman muttered in irritation as Dan Long dropped the yellow paper on the floor.

  “Pa has gone for the Chinese medicine man,” Dan Long replied. 

  The pain was intense now. Chingching gripped the sides of the bed and bit her lip so hard that blood, fresh and red, spurted forth. From far away, she heard the old woman’s voice prescribe an ancient charm, and the lilting intonation lulled her senses. She could feel the child inside her yearning to escape the velvety darkness of her womb, eager to blink its eyes in the harsh glare of the world. 

  “We have burnt the charm and mixed the ashes with water, Chingching. Drink up the ashes and you will be saved yet.” Old Lingling thrust her face near the eyes that were beginning to glaze over. 

  Thunder rumbled nearby and Chingching, tottering on the brink of unconsciousness, parted her lips reluctantly. The water trickled down her throat and her midriff exploded in agony. Her limbs thrashed wildly, and the Chinese almanac shot into the air and dropped to the floor.

  “Get Liao Wei!” The midwife screamed at Dan Long. “We may not be able to save either mother or baby!”

  The thunderstorm broke. Lanterns were hurriedly lit but failed to penetrate the curtain of darkness drawing slowly over the mind and eyes of the young woman. And an eight-year-old boy raced down the dirt road of the kampong, his heart pounding, feet slithering and sliding, the rain lashing his face, his mind clouded with worry about his mother. 

  When Chingching’s husband, Liao Wei, rushed into his house, his neighbours had gathered in the front room, their heads shaking and their faces grave. 

  Her husband’s comforting presence gave Chingching the strength to fight, and she thrust out her legs with renewed vigour. She heard the midwife cry out joyfully, and dimly she registered the wail of her newborn baby. 

  Chingching lay back spent, her face and neck bathed in moisture, no energy left in her to combat the mist veiling her mind, the paralysis stealing through her limbs. Her mouth formed words not destined for human ears, and her open eyes saw little of the world she was leaving. A sob escaped her throat on realizing that she would become a memory to her family. 

  Liao Wei placed their baby in her arms. The mother looked at her child through tears, and blessed it with her failing heart and slipping mind. 

  “Wife, fortune has smiled on us, we have a daughter,” Liao Wei said.

   “I am not destined to enjoy our daughter’s childhood.” Liao Wei and Dan Long had to strain their ears to hear Chingching’s tired whisper. “Please name our daughter—Mei Mei. It means younger sister. That way, Dan Long will always remember to take care of her for his mother.” 

  Anxiety pricked Chingching’s dimming mind. She had one last duty to perform before she crossed the river to go home. 

  Her voice rose. “Husband, if you remarry, please allow my cousin, Ai Lin, to take care of my daughter. Ai Lin is not blessed with children, and my daughter will be motherless. Unite them, dear husband. This is my last wish.” She folded her son’s hand in her own. “And if that comes to pass, Dan Long, follow Mei Mei to Aunt Ai Lin’s house. Never be parted from your sister.” Chingching smiled faintly at her son before closing her eyes.

  Liao Wei passed the baby to one of the village women who crooned, “This child will grow up to be as beautiful as her mother.”

  The evening lay suspended in time until the pendulum of life stilled in the body lying on the bed. 

  Old Lingling wiped a solitary tear from her eye. “Chingching was only thirty years old. She was taken too young.” The old crone looked at the villagers. “Come, let us prepare for her wake.”

  So it was, that on the seventh day of the seventh lunar month of 1915, the Year of the Rabbit, Liao Mei Mei was born; and to save her from the clutches of the hungry ghosts, so the story went, her mother sacrificed her own life. Later, when Mei Mei had grown up, the villagers would shake their heads and wonder whether Chingching’s death had been in vain, and whether an inauspicious birth hour forever doomed one’s destiny.
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    England, 1923
  

  Clementine was in the wild Cornish countryside, where the sound of the sea was a distant murmur. Out of a white smoky mist rose a steep black rock, a ruined building with crumbling walls and broken windows perched on its summit like a skullcap. She knew she had to reach the rock and the room at the top, or someone would die. Her heart hammered as tendrils of yellow fog coalesced to form an opaque blanket, hiding the ruin on the rock from view. Strange whispers from pixie creatures swirled around her, and she knew they would lead her astray. The whispers grew louder, and a sharp cry rent the air.

  Ten-year-old Clementine’s eyes flew open and stared at the whitewashed ceiling of her bedroom in her father’s manor house. Her heartbeat slowed, but her blue eyes held traces of the panic from her nightmare. She ran her hands through her golden curls and stiffened as the whispers started again. Now she could hear the faint murmur of voices, and her hands relaxed around the bed sheet she had been clutching. Her parents occupied the room below: it was their voices she could hear coming up through the fireplace, not those of pixies.

  She could hear her mother’s hysterical crying, interspersed with her father’s rough baritone. Clem pulled the quilt over her head and buried her head into her pillow to drown out the sound of her mother’s tears and pleadings. The terror of the nightmare was replaced by fear for her mother. Mama was so beautiful, with her golden ringlets piled high on her head, her blue eyes luminous with a wild light, strangely attractive and frightening at the same time. Clem caught her breath every time she looked at Muriel Arbuthnot, and her world filled with happiness when Muriel folded her into her arms in a tight embrace. 

  Clem shifted uneasily under the bedclothes. The instances of intimacy with her mother were growing fewer, as a mysterious disease laid hold of Muriel’s body and mind. Clementine frowned. She caught whispers of “Neurotic, that’s what’s wrong,” and “Gone in the ‘ead” from the servants; but Muriel had taught her daughter not to listen to servants’ gossip.

  “Let nobody stand in the way of your dreams and you will know happiness,” her mother had whispered to Clem. That had been two months ago, when they had had their last long talk together in Muriel’s bedroom. Muriel’s eyes had widened with a wistful look, and she had buried her face in her daughter’s soft golden hair.

  “What are you thinking, Mama?” Clem burrowed out of her mother’s embrace.

  Muriel sighed. “I always wanted to see the Continent and the Far East. I am not sure I ever will. I have a childhood friend, Eleanor Harrison, who lives in Singapore, a land far from us. We were inseparable when we were young, and I would have dearly liked to visit her one day. She has invited me countless times. She says Singapore has bright sunshine every day, clear blue skies, and huge rubber trees. She says birdsong greets her every morning when she opens her eyes, and the ocean has so many liners. Here in Cornwall, we are greeted by the squawk of gulls, grey skies and rain.”

  “Maybe you will go to this foreign land one day, Mama,” Clem said, alarmed at the sad light in her mother’s eyes.

  “I don’t think so, darling,” Muriel said and laughed, the sound becoming shrill. 

  Clem jumped and looked uneasily at her mother. Why was Mama laughing and crying at the same time? 

  Muriel’s hysterics brought Nurse Watkins from the next room, a bottle of soothing syrup in her hands. The nurse told Clem to go out and play.

  Clem burrowed deeper underneath the blanket. Thoughts of her mother worried her, and she turned her mind to her nanny, thinking of the picnic they had planned for tomorrow, after Sunday church. 

  Nanny Pengelly was Cornish and prone to what her mother described as “telling tall tales”. Nanny firmly believed in pixies, the mythical and mischievous little people of Cornwall. She warned Clem never to be out on Bodmin moor alone, for pixies were good at stealing children. Clem had laughed, but when darkness fell over the sea, and the only sound was the waves thundering on the Newquay shore, she felt that pixies were prowling around the garden outside. Clem’s isolated existence was relieved by Nanny’s tales, her picnics, and her cheerful demeanour that was a sharp contrast to Muriel’s oscillating moods.

  The house was silent. Muriel had stopped crying in the room downstairs, and slowly Clem eased herself out from under the duvet. The fire had been lit and the room was warm. Soon the child’s eyes grew heavy as the clouds in the sky outside lightened with the breaking of dawn. Clementine slept. 

  The next day emerged bright and sunny, with the sea a clear blue and the waters calm. Nanny and Clem took the bus to Bodmin, carrying baskets of food and drink. In the bus, Clem looked at Nanny gazing out of the window and smiled. Clem knew that once they spread out the quilt over the grassland and started their picnic, Nanny would embark on one of her tales that would hold Clem spellbound, for Clem’s gothic imagination found a ready home in Nanny Pengelly’s tales of Camelot, King Arthur’s bravery and Merlin’s magic. Muriel often said that Clem dwelt in a dark world of her own, where magic weaved fairy-tales from malevolent deeds.

  Soon the sea was left behind, and the bus began to climb a narrow road amid brown and green moorland vegetation. Not a house or farm was in sight, and the inland air was cooler than near the sea. Clem, attuned to atmosphere, felt a chill travel down her spine—the landscape seemed vaguely familiar.

  Suddenly, in the distance, a menacing black shape rose from the thin mist. It seemed to come out of nowhere, looming and leering over the landscape like a gigantic bird of prey. 

  “What is that thing?” Clem croaked.

  “Sakes alive, Miss, that be Roche Rock. Just a slab of stone from ancient times, nothing more.” Nanny Pengelly turned to face Clem.

  “Does it have a ruined building on the top?” Clem’s voice was suddenly clear.

  “Yes, that it does,” Nanny smiled. “That be the ruined chapel on top of Roche Rock. We be having our picnic nearby and you be welcome to explore the rock, Miss. Just be careful of them iron ladders leading to the top floor.” 

  She rose from her seat, ready to disembark, the picnic basket clutched in one hand and Clem’s hand in the other. With a cacophony of screeching brakes and grinding gears, the country bus drew to a shuddering halt.

  Roche Rock looked even more forbidding up close. Rising out of the flat moorland, the steep rock stood in solitary splendour, a silent sentinel towering over the windswept landscape. The chapel crowning it was at once magnificent and bleak, a sanctuary for travellers and hermits of old, Nanny said, a place where star-crossed lovers took shelter. 

  Sitting on a quilt with a plate of sandwiches in her hands, Nanny told the centuries-old tale of Tristan and Iseult, who had fallen passionately in love after drinking love potions. Iseult was married to King Mark, Tristan’s beloved uncle, who had sent his men to kill the lovers.

  “They escaped to Roche Rock, they did.” Nanny’s eyes were fixed dreamily on the chapel. “A hermit was living in the chapel and he gave the lovers sanctuary. Many a time, through the ages, men and women have sought shelter in that chapel. Come, Miss, we will go and explore it, shall we?”

  They climbed the iron ladder to the chapel and stood framed in the window. The view was spectacular, the moors stretching out on either side, the sun shining brightly, lighting up the landscape with colour like a bright painting on canvas, fluffy white clouds placidly rolling over the blue expanse of sky.

  Clem wandered around the chamber, pulling at the rusty iron hooks protruding from the mossy walls to see if they crumbled to dust. She looked at the window—a figure in black was crouching on the sill. 

  “Nanny!” Clem’s voice rose in panic, her blue eyes pinpricks of terror. “Where are you?” 

  Nanny Pengelly clambered down a flight of iron stairs from the top floor. “What’s the matter, my baby?”

  “There’s someone at the window,” Clem whispered.

  Nanny looked across the room and said, “Oh, Miss. This place is playing tricks on you. There be no one there.”

  Clem rushed to where she had glimpsed the figure, leaned over the sill, and stared down. There was a black body lying on the grass below. Clem screamed again and beckoned urgently to Nanny.

  Nanny Pengelly came to the window and looked down to where Clem was pointing with a shaking finger. “Miss, that is just a rock.” Nanny gave Clem a gentle shake. “It is a misshapen black rock, nothing more. Come, let us climb down. Be careful, Miss.” 

  She shepherded Clem down the narrow iron stairs and took her to the long black boulder they had glimpsed from the window.

  “See, it’s only a rock.” Nanny said reassuringly. 

  Clem edged away from it and said softly, “I want to go home, Nanny.”

  As the bus made its way down the curving road, Clem looked back at the chapel and shivered. Black clouds had gathered, and the granite rock brooded over the land like a sulky visage, with two windows for its eyes. She turned away as the first drops of rain began to fall.

  When she entered her house, Clem stopped in surprise. Her father was standing in the hall beside a tall, dark woman with a plain face and luxuriant brown hair held in place by pins. Roger Arbuthnot was 35 years old, florid and cheery, with a tousled head of brown hair. His moustache bristled with affection as he folded his daughter in his arms.

  “Clementine,” he said in his deep voice, “your mother has decided that the local school is inept at teaching you the piano and other social skills, and that you are too old to have a nanny. She has hired Governess Clara Higgins to teach you music, singing and dancing.” 

  “But I want Nanny Pengelly to stay.” Clem’s thin lips set in a disgruntled pout, and she turned stormy eyes on her father.

  “Now then, Nanny has her life to lead, too, eh?” Roger grinned. “Nanny Pengelly is to be married soon, and we will lose her to our chauffeur, Albert. Albert and Nanny are to run a small inn in Dorset, child.” He released Clem and turned to the woman beside him. “Miss Higgins, let me introduce your charge—Clementine. She has a heightened imagination, but she manages to overcome her sudden bleak fancies.”

  Clem looked sullenly into the cool brown eyes of her governess. 

   

  *   *   *

   

  Clementine sat on the window seat in her bedroom and gazed at the grey landscape beyond. The morning’s incessant rain had stopped, but the afternoon remained bitterly cold, and the stormy sea crashed fiercely to the shore, stirring up angry white foam. Lunch was bread and water in her bedroom, as punishment for not having learnt a new piano tune to Governess Clara’s satisfaction. At first, Clem had fiercely rebelled against Governess Clara’s penchant for harsh punishments for the slightest mistakes—but with Muriel having taken permanently to her bed, the governess had a free hand in Clem’s upbringing, and so Clem kept her peace.

  Clem looked down into the garden and frowned. Her father was showing her governess the roses in his garden. He looked young and carefree, laughing at Clara Higgins’ words, his face bent to hers. Clementine crept away from the window and marched to the schoolroom. From the window there she shouted, “I have finished my sums, Miss Higgins! Aren’t we going to have that geography lesson this afternoon?”

  Roger glanced up, his guilty face satisfying Clem; but she was unprepared for the look of cold anger in her governess’s eyes as Clara strode into the schoolroom.

  “Speaking when you are spoken to is a lesson worth learning, Clementine,” Clara said, taking a seat at the study table. “Wait for me in the schoolroom in the future, and do not shout from the window like a hooligan.”

  Clem’s look of pure hatred mirrored that of her governess.
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    Singapore, 1923
  

  Mei Mei sat happily on the wooden floor of her father’s portico, eating goreng pisang bought from the seller hawking his wares on the dirt road outside. The warmth of the setting sun left a sheen of moisture on Mei Mei’s aquiline nose and above her full red lips, and as she flicked back her braided hair, she looked beautiful. She bit into the banana fritters and looked across the narrow dirt road to the stream, a hive of activity at this time of the evening. Several huts erected on stilts floated on the stream like squat ships at anchor, with women sitting on their porches preparing dinner. Mei Mei’s face lit up as she spied her brother coming along the dirt road, tired after a hard day’s work at their father’s farm. She ran and fetched a pitcher of water for him to wash his face and take a drink.

  Soon after, Liao Wei and his two children sat down to their meagre meal. Liao Wei’s head of thick white hair and stoop made him look older than his thirty-eight years. He looked suspiciously at his son’s glowing face and snorted.

  “Dan Long, you think I don’t know that you slunk away from the farm this afternoon? Where were you?”

  Dan Long smiled, a dreamy look in his eyes. He was a handsome, strapping lad of sixteen, with large eyes hid behind thick spectacles. 

  “I went to attend Dr Sun Yat-Sen’s rally, Pa! My night schoolteachers speak highly of him, and I was filled with admiration on hearing his speech,” Dan Long said. “He is fearless, fighting the Qing emperor in a bid to end imperialism in China. He is forming Kuomintang Party branches in Singapore, and I am going to sign up as a member. Down with the Qing!” Dan Long held up his hand dramatically.

  Liao Wei dropped his chopsticks with a clatter and stopped Mei Mei’s giggles with a glare. “You will do no such thing, Dan Long. What have China’s politics got to do with us here?”

  “Pa, have you forgotten that you were born and bred in China? Dr Sun is trying to better the lot of our relatives there! We should support him. Many clan leaders donated funds today for the Kuomintang movement.”

  “I have a good mind to stop you from attending night school, Son. Education is one thing, it will help you procure a good job; but if it is making you follow foolish ideologies, recited by your mainland China teachers, it will do more harm than good. Do not join the Kuomintang Party! Who knows when they will incite violence against British imperialism? Then we are done for. We eat British salt, don’t forget.”

  Dan Long did not reply and returned to his food. 

   

  
    Singapore, 1925
  

  The early morning air of the market near Mei Mei’s village resounded with the shouts of fishmongers proclaiming the freshness of the shoals of glistening, silvery fish laid out side by side in wicker baskets. Bullock carts rolled down the road with logs of wood or barrels of produce, while rickshaw pullers traversed the street edges, ferrying children to school and women to the markets. Three food vendors, bamboo poles with baskets of ingredients and kitchen tools balanced on their shoulders, ran along the road towards the bigger market a mile away.

  Ten-year-old Mei Mei sat on an upturned bucket in front of a pushcart hawker, eating kaya toast. She loved coconut jam. Dan Long stood nearby, eating barbecued pork buns, while Liao Wei, dressed in his best clothes, drank tea from a cracked cup. Mei Mei’s doe-like eyes held traces of fear, and a nervous tic twitched at the corner of her mouth.

  Her life had changed two years earlier, when her father had married Old Lingling’s granddaughter, nineteen-year-old Shu Lan. Mei Mei shuddered as her thoughts returned to the tragic day she feared would haunt her all her life. 

  She had been overjoyed when Shu Lan had given birth to her stepbrother, Wen Long, and Mei Mei had doted on her young brother, always by his side from the moment she came home from school. One day, when Wen Long was seven months old, Mei Mei was caring for him while his mother attended a wayang. It was a Sunday, and the village men were fishing by the stream while their children played in the fields surrounding the village. Without warning, Wen Long’s eyes had rolled up revealing the whites, and he had begun to shake and kick his legs, all the while foaming at the mouth. Mei Mei had lain him in her lap and vainly tried to rock him back to sleep. An hour later, Shu Lan had returned from the street opera to find Mei Mei singing a lullaby as she rocked her brother’s lifeless body. 

  Mei Mei’s heartbeat had filled her chest on hearing Shu Lan’s keening wail. Villagers had rushed into the room and the sinseh, after noticing a milk stain on the baby’s vest, had pronounced that the contaminated milk that had already taken two young lives in the village had now claimed Wen Long’s. 

  Mei Mei’s eyes flashed as she remembered the harsh, grating voice of Old Lingling. The village crone had wiped a solitary tear from her eye and said, “Whatever the medicine man says, this death was caused by Chingching’s spirit working through her daughter, Mei Mei. Wen Long died in the arms of a cursed child.” Old Lingling looked at her granddaughter, who was glaring at Mei Mei. “You would do well to turn Mei Mei out of this house if you want to start a family, Shu Lan.”

  Overcome with grief by her child’s death, and jealous of Liao Wei’s love for his daughter, Shu Lan had lost her head and screamed, “I curse you, Liao Mei Mei! May you never enjoy the joys of motherhood, and die an early death.” 

  Ignoring the uneasy murmurings of the villagers, she rounded on Liao Wei, who was gazing at her, stunned. “Old Man, I married you to beget children, not to take care of your precious daughter. She is a jinx and has taken my son’s life. Get her out of my house or I will jump into the well.”

  Dan Long had watched the light of hope in his sister’s eyes die as she gazed at their father. He went to her and enveloped her in a tight embrace. “Wherever you go, Mei Mei, I will follow you, for you are my younger sister, my Mei Mei. I will uphold
 my promise to Ma.”

  Two nights later, Mei Mei had been crying into her pillow, remembering Wen Long’s sweet face, when she had heard her father rise from his creaking bed in the next room. She followed his lantern light to the kitchen and saw him rummage inside a small cupboard. Mei Mei watched in silence as Liao Wei then entered the back garden, ‘Bank of Hell’ notes clutched in his hands. 

  The stream beyond the dirt road glittered in the moonlight, and as she gazed into the night sky, Mei Mei saw that the stars were out. Liao Wei struck a match to the papers and watched them light up. His face glowed in the firelight, and he began to chant slowly, his voice piercing the silence of the night.

  “Chingching, my wife, now a benevolent spirit, I am sending Mei Mei to Ai Lin like you said, but please forgive me for selling her as a mui-tsai to the House of Toh. Ai Lin’s mother-in-law is the matriarch of the house and will not have it otherwise, and Shu Lan will mistreat our daughter if she stays with me. I know you are angry at my failure to discipline Shu Lan, and I therefore burn these papers to appease you. They represent my meagre fortune.”

  “No!” Mei Mei had rushed out of the kitchen door and fallen at her father’s feet. “Pa, please do not sell me as a bondmaid! I have heard such horror stories from other bondmaids. They are beaten black and blue by their employers. I beg of you, dear Father, please do not send me away. I promise to stay out of Stepma’s way and be a good girl. Please, Pa, have mercy on your poor daughter.”

  Tears trickled down Liao Wei’s face. The firelight danced, the papers crackled, and a dog began to bark obsessively in the distance. The birds on the branches of the trees watched the apparitions by the fire in surprise. When the papers had burned to ashes, Liao Wei rose from the ground, his face bathed in sweat and tears. Dreams for his beautiful daughter lay scattered in the ashes, and Chingching’s essence was everywhere, in the crevices of the trees, in the murmur of the river. 

  Her father had taken Mei Mei in his arms and said in a shaking voice, “You are a sweet angel and deserve better than your poor father can provide. The mui-tsai system is a part of our culture, little one. Poor fathers who wish to give a better life to our daughters send them as bondmaids to affluent homes. That is all it is, eh? You will never have to fear poverty or hunger in your life. When she sees your beautiful face, Ai Lin’s mother-in-law will ask me to sign the red adoption papers, and not the white contract of servitude. Do not fret!” 

  Now, Mei Mei shook her head to clear away the memories, and finished her kaya toast. Today, she would set out from her father’s house to live with her aunt. Her eyes glimmered with tears at the thought of leaving the place of her birth. 

  Moved by her sorrow, Liao Wei said gruffly, “You will be living in the lap of luxury, with servants taking care of all your needs, daughter. It was a lucky day when your Aunt Ai Lin married your Uncle Toh. He is called Towkay Toh, you know, and is a very wealthy businessman. Your aunt has promised that you will go to school, my child. Besides, your brother will be residing with you. You will not be lonely.” 

   He turned to his son. “Dan Long, you are lucky to procure the job of accountant at your Uncle Toh’s office; this is your only chance of making something of your life.” Liao Wei added sternly, “Let us not hear anything more of the Kuomintang Party, and I want good reports from Uncle Toh on your performance in his warehouse.”

  Mei Mei gave a tremulous smile—whatever the future held, her brother was going to be by her side. The sweet, lingering scent of frangipani drifted over her, a fragrance that would always remind her of the beloved kampong of her birth. 

  After the family had finished breakfast at the hawker stall—a farewell meal for Mei Mei that Liao Wei had arranged behind Shu Lan’s back—a rickshaw was hailed to take the family to Towkay Toh’s mansion. The rickshaw stopped in front of a house on a tree-lined avenue called Waterloo Street, near enough to the sea to smell the salty air. 

  Mei Mei gazed in awe at the splendour of her new home. Eight steps from the well-paved road led up to a wrought iron gate, which opened onto a tiled portico. The two-storey bungalow rose up a few yards beyond, with numerous ornate windows covered by colourful shutters for ventilation, and a stone wall separating the house from the road for privacy. Affluence breathed from every corner of the neighbourhood, a far cry from the humble kampong of Mei Mei’s birth. 

  “Mei Mei! Welcome to the House of Toh!” A woman in her mid-thirties, dressed in a yellow silk cheongsam embroidered with black flowers, rushed out of the front door of the mansion. Coloured pins held her stiffly coifed hair in place, and silk slippers adorned her tiny feet. 

  Mei Mei submitted to Aunt Ai Lin’s warm embrace, and inhaled the perfume from her clothes appreciatively. After a moment her aunt released her and led the way to a big hall, with rooms opening from it on either side. In the middle, on a huge, ornate chair, sat the fiercest looking old woman Mei Mei had ever seen. She had braided white hair piled high on her head, and thick eyebrows jutting over burning, coal-black eyes that raked Mei Mei from head to toe.

  “This is Grandma Sim, Mei Mei,” Aunt Ai Lin whispered in Hokkien, her big eyes wide with trepidation, “my mother-in-law. Please pay your respects.”

  Mei Mei bowed to Grandma Sim, who continued to gaze at her with piercing eyes. The old woman said in Hokkien: “Walk down the hall for me. It will never do to buy a maid who cannot walk gracefully.” After pronouncing satisfaction at her gait, the old lady pulled Mei Mei towards her and pinched her hands. 

  The child screamed in rage and backed away. “Learn to endure pain, child,” Grandma Sim scolded Mei Mei, a malicious smile lighting her leathery face. “Men are born to labour, while women are born to pain. How will you give birth, eh, if you cannot tolerate discomfort?” 

  Grandma Sim’s sharp eyes fixed brightly on Liao Wei, like a vulture viewing a bloodied corpse. “Your girl has a flat stomach and soft hands, and there is promise of beauty to come. We need that, eh, to marry her off at eighteen. Liao, your daughter was born in the calamitous month of the hungry ghosts. I cannot pay you more than fifty dollars for her.”

  Liao Wei looked with disappointment at the sheet of white paper the Toh matriarch, Grandma Sim, was holding forth for his signature. 

  “Liao Wei,” the old woman jeered on seeing his stricken face, “come on! Your daughter was born in the most inauspicious month in the Chinese calendar! How can I adopt her as a daughter of this house? She will be a mui-tsai and no more! Take it or leave it,” the old woman added for good measure.

  Liao Wei overcame his hesitation at the thought of Shu Lan’s wrathful face if he returned home with Mei Mei. Slowly and laboriously, his pen moved over the contract. He sold his daughter as a domestic servant to the House of Toh.

   “Pa, you are selling me?” Mei Mei cried, her eyes pools of horror. She had thought her father would take her home unless she was adopted. 

  Liao Wei cringed from Mei Mei. As she grasped the reason for her father’s discomfiture, a change came over Mei Mei’s face. Nostrils flared, she looked directly into his eyes and whispered in Hokkien, “To my father, I am no better than the crops he grows on his farm.”

  The colour drained from Liao Wei’s face. His daughter’s accusing eyes ignited a flame of guilt within him, which spread to consume him on a funeral pyre of deep remorse. He turned on his heel and ran from the house, his face red with shame. 

  That night, lying between embroidered satin sheets on a grand four-poster bed, Mei Mei desperately longed for the torn mattress of her father’s house and his comforting presence. Outside, an owl gave a heart-wrenching cry. Mei Mei saw its dancing shadow on the iron bars of the window, as it searched vainly for its nest. 

   

  *   *   *

   

  The uncertainty and fear that had accompanied her to the House of Toh abated when Mei Mei realised that she was treated as Ai Lin’s niece by the household, rather than as a bondmaid. Aunt Ai Lin’s husband, Uncle Toh, a stout, dark-skinned man of forty, with sleepy eyes, appeared at the house only at nights and on Sundays. He spent the rest of his time supervising the unloading of rice at his warehouse on Boat Quay, and its sale from his shop on Rochor Road. He owned a side business distributing rubber for plantation owners, and it was in his rubber distribution warehouse that Dan Long worked as an accountant. Towkay Toh spoke little, but treated Mei Mei with a quiet affection that lit a spark of joy in the little girl. He enrolled her in the English-medium Methodist Girls’ School, determined to give his wife’s niece a good education. 

  Mei Mei approached her first day at school with trepidation. She nervously clutched her aunt’s hand as she was led to the gharry to take her to school. The gharry was a two-seater carriage drawn by a sleepy-looking black pony and presided over by the Toh coachman, Sulaiman, an old Malay, with a bald head and merry, twinkling eyes. Mei Mei looked questioningly at the black curtains piled behind the seats.

  “Girls are not to be seen when travelling on the open road, little one,” Ai Lin said softly. “When we are seated, Sulaiman will draw the curtains.”

  “Then I won’t be able to see the road and shops!” Mei Mei cried in dismay.

  “Now, little one,” said Ai Lin, patting Mei Mei’s head, “we have to follow custom. Don’t be afraid of school; I will soon be there to bring you home again.” 

  Sulaiman jerked the reins, the horse set off, and after a bumpy ten minutes, the dark gharry finally drew to a stop. Sulaiman flung back the curtains and Mei Mei blinked in the sudden sunlight. Her vision cleared to see that they had joined the end of a line of carts and rickshaws in front of an imposing white building with a pyramid-shaped roof and huge white pillars.

  At the gate, a tall schoolmistress was greeting the new girls and dispatching them to their classrooms with the help of older students. Mei Mei bade goodbye to Ai Lin and followed a senior girl into the school building. Soon she was installed in a classroom, and her heartbeat quickened as thirty strange girls created bedlam all around her. It wasn’t long, however, before she was engrossed in her lessons, and she felt elated when the teacher praised her in needlework class. 

  When school finished for the day, Mei Mei ran to Ai Lin at the school gates and hugged her.

  “There now, little one, it wasn’t so bad, was it?” Her aunt’s voice was comforting. “Today Sulaiman is busy taking your uncle to the shops, and we will have to walk home. Instead of going through Middle Road to Waterloo Street, we will take a detour and visit Queen Street. My dear friend lost her grandniece in China, and I promised to meet her at a food stall in Queen Street, just for a few moments.”

  Queen Street was a narrow road, lined with dilapidated terraced houses. Food stalls occupied some of the lower floors, with tables set up along the wide, sheltered corridor that formed the five foot pedestrian walkway outside the houses. Children played in the middle of the street, and a game of hopscotch proceeded in one corner, with young girls dexterously negotiating the chalk-marked squares they had drawn on the pavement. 

  Mei Mei came to a halt as she spied a tall girl, with a smooth white complexion and brown pigtails, talking to a Malay satay-seller whose mobile cart was parked next to the pavement. She recognised the girl as one of her schoolmates who had sat at the back of the class. The seller had unloaded the barbecue pit from his cart onto the road and had lit the coals inside. He squatted down beside the brazier and began to fan the embers with his straw hat. Mei Mei watched, fascinated. Soon the coals were glowing red, and the seller placed four beef skewers on the barbecue grate. The burning coals sent up a spiral of smoke, carrying the enticing aroma of roasting meat into the evening air. 

  “Can I have some satay, Aunt Ai Lin?” Mei Mei pleaded.

  Ai Lin smiled and nodded. She gave her niece a handful of coins and said, “Go on with you then. I can see my friend waiting for me. I will collect you later. Don’t wander off, little one.”

  Mei Mei ran to the seller and asked for two sticks of grilled chicken. She glanced shyly at the tall girl waiting for the beef sticks that were already sizzling on the grate.

  “Wait! Aren’t you in my class?” the girl asked; and when Mei Mei nodded smiling, they solemnly shook hands. “What’s your name?”

  “I am Liao Mei Mei. What’s yours?”

  “I’m Winnie Pereira. Why, Mei Mei is a pretty name, and you’re a pretty girl.”

  The satay-seller came over with two cracked plates containing four skewers of grilled meat, ample peanut sauce, pickles and rice cakes.

  “My house is just here,” Winnie called gaily. “We can sit on the front steps and eat. Come along, Mei Mei.”

  The two girls took their plates and sat on the top steps of a narrow two-storey house with a green door. Munching the delicious satay and watching the pedestrians walk by, the two girls exchanged their family histories. Soon they were fast friends.

  Winnie was tall for her age, had a pleasant face with a pert nose, a generous mouth, and long brown hair tied severely into pigtails. Winnie’s mother had died of tuberculosis when Winnie was five years old. She lived with her father and her paternal grandmother.

  “My father is of mixed Portuguese and Indian blood. We call ourselves ‘Eurasians’,” Winnie said, between mouthfuls of grilled meat and rice cakes. “Gran is from Calcutta. She calls herself an Anglo-Indian, and you should hear the tales she tells of colonial India! Gramps was a Portuguese seaman, and he met Gran while on shore leave in Calcutta. They married there, and Gramps brought Gran back to Singapore. He died before I was born. Pa has a mistress in Malabar Street, a Chinese ah ku he calls Mona, but Gran will never allow him to marry a prostitute. I have two half-sisters.” Winnie laughed, her clear brown eyes merry and the sides of her nose crinkling becomingly. “My father got a good job in a bank three years ago. That’s why he could afford to send me to the Methodist Girls’ School. Gran home-schooled me before that. So now you know why I’m older than you but in the same class.” She gave an attractive gap-toothed grin. 

  Later that week, the girls went to a pasar malam in Chinatown and bought two gold-plated pendants held by thick black threads. In the bright lights of the night market, they cut a lock from each other’s hair, slid the pendants open, and placed the intertwined brown and black locks in the tiny spaces. Mei Mei and Winnie proudly wore their ‘best friend’ necklaces every day, taking them off only when they went to bed. 

  Whenever Mei Mei visited Winnie’s home, Winnie’s grandmother, a smiling woman with snow-white hair known to everyone as “Gran”, would send the girls to Ah Teng’s Bakery for curry puffs and cakes. The children ate them with tea in the small room off the kitchen that served as a dining room. 

  While the girls did their school homework together at the dining table, Gran would sometimes bake her delicious sugee cake. The house would fill with an aroma that made the girls’ mouths water. After a delicious meal of rice, devilled eggs and Babi Assam curry—pork cooked with tamarind pulp—Gran would place a plate of the moist semolina-and-almond cake slices on the dining table for dessert. After they had eaten, the two girls would go onto the walkway to play with other children of their age. With time, Mei Mei began to miss her kampong less and less.

  As the years passed, the bond of camaraderie established between Mei Mei and Winnie in their youth evolved into a deep attachment of love and loyalty. And for Mei Mei, the time would come when it would be responsible for a decision that would turn her life upside down.
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    Singapore, Summer, 1926
  

  Thirteen-year-old Clementine opened her blue eyes at the sound of the foghorn. The tiny cabin of the ship that had ferried her from England to the Crown Colony of Singapore was filled with bright sunlight that streamed through the porthole. A sickly-sweet smell drifted in with the hot breeze, and Clem found herself bathed in tropical humidity. Easing herself off the tiny bunk, she peered through the porthole. 

  A picturesque sight met her eyes. Huge, brightly painted tongkangs were bobbing on the grey sea, and the raucous shouts of Chinese coolies filled the air. Clem hurriedly dressed and performed her toilette before running onto the deck. The breeze blew her golden curls over her face as she hung over the railing. 

  There was a riot of colour wherever she turned. Red Chinese junks and green Malay prows carried half-naked coolies and natives, who laughed as they counted their produce. Nearby, where the water swished against the Quay wall, a junk was unloading baskets of fruit that exuded the sickly sweet scent that had filled her cabin. As Clem watched, one of the fruits rolled into the sea.

   She turned and looked out to the horizon, and her breath caught in wonder. Huge vessels with majestic masts and sails were approaching and retreating, their dark silhouettes framed against the sky, colourful boats revolving around them like planets circling the sun. Beneath her feet, Clem felt the engines judder as the ship slowed down before dropping anchor. 

  She looked at the approaching shore and felt a thrill. The green vegetation was dense and unruly, like a primitive beast of nature, evoking mystique and adventure. Clem saw with delight a profusion of orange, yellow, red and purple flowers in the trees lining the harbour. They lit a flame of hope in her heart: perhaps one day she could be happy again.

  But the memory of her departure from England surfaced in Clem’s mind, making her hands clench tightly. Only Nanny Pengelly and her husband, along with her father’s friend, Tom Whitehead, who lived in Liverpool, had stood on the docks to see her off. Roger had been too immersed in his own affairs to take the trouble to make the journey. Clem’s face clouded and a haunted look flitted into her eyes as she remembered the past year.

  The dreams of Roche Rock had begun occurring with alarming frequency, interrupting Clem’s sleep at night as Muriel Arbuthnot slid further and further into decay. Finally, on a bleak August day, thirty-two-year-old Muriel’s broken spirit had parted from her tired body. The Cornish sea, land and sky had seemed at war with each other. From her bedroom window, Clem had watched the angry waves batter the unyielding shore, while a grey sky poured out its dissatisfaction in incessant, driving rain. 

  A week after her mother’s funeral, Clem had her most vivid nightmare of Roche Rock. This time there were two figures in her dream. Her mother was running towards the rock with Clem following her. Clem’s short legs could not keep up, and her mother disappeared up the iron ladder to the chapel. A moment later, Clem spotted her mother’s figure at the first-floor window, and she cried out, “Mama!” 

  In horror, Clem watched Muriel perch on the ledge outside the window and hang there precariously, before falling to the rocks below like a rag doll. Clem screamed and woke drenched in sweat. She badly needed the comfort of her father’s strong embrace.

  She put on her dressing gown, stepped out into the corridor, and paused outside her father’s bedroom door. From inside came the sound of moaning: poor Papa must be crying for Mama. Clem flung open the door and rushed in. 

  A lamp encased the bed in a dim glow, outlining clearly the naked, intertwined figures of Roger and Governess Clara. Roger’s sweaty face paled as he beheld his daughter gaping at him.

  “What are you doing here?” Clementine froze as she heard anger for the first time in her gentle father’s voice.

  Roger rushed for his dressing gown while Clara slipped under a blanket. “Go back to your room at once!” Roger ordered, and Clementine fled.

  Roger and Clara had come into the schoolroom together the next morning. 

  “Clementine,” Roger’s voice had been firm, “I loved your mother dearly, but most of our married life, she was very ill. I was very lonely, my child. Clara has brought me much joy. Clem, I have asked Clara to marry me, and she has agreed.”

  The colour had rushed to Clem’s face. Her eyes stormy, she had cried, “I will never accept Governess Higgins as my stepmother! She is harsh and unkind. Papa, how could you do this so soon after Mama’s death?”

  Roger looked away. 

  Clara said, “Don’t be melodramatic, Clementine. Your father and I have been in love for some time. Due to your mother’s prolonged illness, your father has been all alone. You should be happy for him now.” She turned to Roger. “I have told you many times, Roger, that Clementine should be at boarding school. She is wild and arrogant. Boarding school will shape her into a humble young lady.”

  Clem’s eyes had been shards of blue ice, and cold anger had contorted her delicate features as she looked at her governess. “I will never go to boarding school, and I will never accept you as my stepmother.”

  Clem’s lips thinned to a hard line as she remembered her flight to Roche Rock to escape boarding school. She had packed enough tins of food for a week, and had settled into the lonely chapel with only a pillow and sheet for her bed. It had been two days before the police, alerted by a frantic Roger, had found her. After a search in Newquay for Clem had proven fruitless, Roger had driven to Nanny Pengelly’s house in Dorset. It was Nanny who had told him that the child liked visiting Roche Rock.

  Roger had sat in Clem’s bedroom with his head in his hands. 

  “Clementine, do you know what you put me through by running away? I went through hell thinking you had been kidnapped or run over, or that you were lying injured and dying in a hospital.” His brown eyes moist, Roger had continued to plead. “Clem, does my happiness mean nothing to you? Clara and I are to be married. The sooner you accept that, the better it will be for everyone. I have persuaded Clara not to send you to boarding school. You will live with us in this house, my child. Is that not enough?”

  Clem had looked at him with eyes full of hate. “No. I will never accept Governess Higgins as my stepmother.” Roger flinched. “She has taken you away from me, and I will never forgive her for that. I will always hate her for coming into our house and breaking up our family.”

  Roger’s eyes had cooled, and he had said, “It is obvious that you do not want to reach a compromise with us. Regardless of your attitude, Clara and I are getting married. I have no option but to send you abroad, Clementine. You may remember your Mama talking of her friend, Eleanor Harrison, living in the tropics. She lives in a place called Singapore. She was very close to Muriel and has invited you to spend a year with her and her family. I have purchased your ticket on the ship, and you will be leaving England in a month’s time.” 

  Now, as she watched Singapore’s shores approaching, a sliver of fear stabbed at Clem’s heart. Had her father sent her away for good, so that he could start a new family?

  The ship was docking now, and Clem looked at the crowd on the shore. Would someone be there to receive her? Her Aunt Eleanor had written to her, telling Clem that she lived with her husband, John, a rubber planter, and their son, Richard, who was a year older than Clem. Clem wondered about Richard. She did not like raucous, unruly boys. Their rudeness grated on her nerves. 

  She went below deck to gather her belongings, and when she emerged again, the gangway was in place. The ship’s passengers had started walking down the gangplank to the shore. Clem followed them, a babble of noise greeting her as she stepped onto the harbour. She looked around, feeling lost.

  “You must be Clementine.”

  Clem turned. A tall English boy was standing next to her. He had dancing green eyes, a shock of bright auburn hair, and many freckles on his round face. The boy held out his hand. 

  “I am Richard Harrison. You are staying with us, you know. Come now, shake hands.”

  Some of the ice floating in Clem’s heart began to melt, although her eyes remained suspicious. She reluctantly shook the boy’s hand.

  “Please come with me, Clementine,” Richard said, his voice warm and friendly. “Papa is waiting in the car and we can go home. I’m sure you’re starving. I’ve heard the grub they serve on the boat is terrible.” 

  Clementine melted some more. “The food is horrible,” she conceded, keeping close to Richard as they made their way through the crowds. “Did you know they gave us boiled mutton and cabbage for one whole week?”

  “No!” Richard cried in mock horror before asking engagingly, “I say, do you play tennis?”

  “No,” Clementine replied, “but I can learn, and then I would probably beat you.”

  “Splendid!” Richard threw back his head and laughed, and Clementine turned away from him to hide a smile. They arrived on a road where carriages and cars were parked.

  “I think we’re going to be very good friends,” Richard continued. His face became sombre and he said softly, “I’m very sorry about Aunt Muriel’s death. It must have been rum watching your mother being buried and learning that your father is going to marry your governess.”

  Clementine whirled around, her face transformed to a cold mask. She said frigidly, “Don’t ever talk to me about my father again.”

  “Ahem,” a deep voice interrupted before a startled Richard could reply.

  Clementine looked up into the warm, twinkling blue eyes of a burly Englishman in his early forties, wearing a hat and white suit. 

  “Clementine, I presume?” he asked in a deep voice, and gave a bow. “I’m John Harrison. You can call me Uncle John. Did you have a good voyage?”

  A Malay man in a driver’s uniform and cap sidled up. “Tuan Besar, Memsahib said to bring little Missie pronto. Lunch, it waits.”

  Clem hung out of the car window as it sped along the road, drinking in the sights of the city. The esplanade, called Connaught Drive, was filled with English ladies in their broughams leaning across to speak to their friends in neighbouring gigs. Clem felt immediately at home. Some of the flame coloured flowers she had glimpsed at the harbour had fallen onto the road, and she yearned to walk barefoot on the natural floral carpet. Soon the harbour was left behind, and the car snaked through a narrow road crowded with native dwellings. 

  An intense fragrance wafted into the car, and Clem felt nauseated. “What is that smell?” she asked.

  “That is the scent of the frangipani flowers you were admiring, the flowers that were scattered on the road.” Richard smiled. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

  “I don’t like it,” Clem announced. “It is too cloying and overpowering.” She glanced outside again. 

  The native houses were painted bluish-white, and they had wavy, red-tiled roofs. Some had colourful shutters, and through them Clem heard women calling to their children in a curious, lilting lingo. Bullock carts rumbled past laden with cargo, and a pony trotted by pulling a cart full of laughing native girls. The girls saw Clem hanging out of the car window with her mouth open and waved, but Clem turned hastily away. In contrast, when they reached the colonial section along Tanglin Road, with its large compounds and bungalows, the street was quiet, and Clem missed the chatter and colour of the native quarters.

  John Harrison’s white and black bungalow was far grander than Clementine’s Cornwall home, and the little girl gazed at the house with delight.

  A large woman in her late thirties, with untidy brown hair and a big bosom, dressed in a tweed skirt and white blouse, rushed to Clementine and folded her in her ample arms. Richard’s mother was large and florid, with a weather-beaten face, a hearty laugh, boiled gooseberry eyes, and a very large nose. 

  Clem extricated herself with difficulty from the woman’s tight embrace. Eleanor Harrison gushed, “You don’t know me, Clem, but Muriel and I grew up together in a small Yorkshire town, and we were great friends. I have so many memories of your mother! She was adventurous, and such a skilled musician and artist!” Tears trickled down Eleanor Harrison’s cheeks. “I was devastated to hear of her death. She was taken too young.” 

  She went to stand by her husband’s side. “Welcome to Singapore, Clementine. You must stay as long as you like. It’s the least I can do for Muriel.” She looked affectionately at her son and rumpled his hair. “Richard will be good company for you.”

  For the first time, Clem smiled. “Thank you, Aunt Eleanor.” 

   “We have a gift for you.” There was a grin on Richard’s face. He rushed into the house and emerged with a wooden basket. He offered it to Clem and said, “Look inside.”

  Clem opened the lid of the basket and gazed into the loving eyes of a golden spaniel puppy. The last pieces of ice around Clem’s heart melted as she hugged the puppy to her chest and buried her head in its fur. 
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