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Author’s Note

This is a true story about mental illness. To maintain the focus on the illness itself, most of the events and situations described are relevant to manic or depressive episodes which had a direct impact on my actions and emotions.

There have been countless instances of unusual behaviour due to my manic or depressive phases since my teenage years. I cannot possibly list them all. Similarly, I have also experienced many stretches of normalcy; good and bad occurrences during those times have been selectively included, tied to a bigger story in any given chapter. Without doubt, my life has been affected by various events, but the exclusion of some of those events does not compromise or change my story as it relates to mental illness; it is this illness which is at the heart and soul of this book.

Most of the dialogue was reconstructed around what I could remember of a specific line or a semblance of what was said. The intent in all conversations remains true.

I relied heavily on my memory to write this book and understand that some people involved may have a different recollection of these same events and situations.

The names of my immediate family and some others have been changed.
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‘When we lose the right to be different,
we lose the privilege to be free.’
Charles Evans Hughes

My first memory of smell is Amah’s crisp white cotton tunic, which she hand-washed and starched daily. My first memory of touch, her silky soft black loose pants clenched in my fingers and then being let go, as I watched the fabric bloom back into shape.

I was born in the Year of the Tiger barely three years before Singapore’s independence in 1965. My Hindu parents from India – a deeply religious mother from pre-partition Karachi and a volatile father from Kerala – left the day-to-day care of my older sister and me to Amah, our Cantonese nanny.

Like all domestic servants from China at the time, she was called Amah, a respectful name for the Chinese live-in help who was also the cook and nanny. Amah was fifty years old when she held me in her arms. I was three days old and had just arrived from hospital. We could not have foreseen the strong bond we would share and the immense cultural influence she would have on me long into adulthood.

In the bedroom we shared, Amah had a statue of Guan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy, whom I always thought in my young mind was the prettiest goddess. She was prettier than the Hindu goddesses on my mother’s altar: Lakshmi, the Goddess of Wealth, resplendent in her embroidered robes in rich gold and red, and Saraswati, the Goddess of Knowledge, beautiful with her milky-white skin, draped in a silk and gold saree, standing on a swan. That was before I saw a picture of the Virgin Mary with blonde hair, blue eyes and looking at her baby Jesus; I thought she was the prettiest goddess in the world. When it was pointed out to me that the Virgin Mary was not a goddess, Guan Yin resumed her position in my mind as the prettiest goddess in the whole world. For years I wondered why Mary was not a goddess and just accepted the explanation I was given at my Catholic school that she was Jesus’ mummy.

With my Indian Hindu parents and Chinese nanny as my main caregivers, and educated in a Catholic school with girls who formed Singapore’s racial mix of Chinese, Malay, Indian and Eurasian, I grew up in a rich multi-cultural, multi-religious environment. Due to Amah’s stronger and more positive influence on me, I grew up feeling more Chinese than Indian and spent afternoons watching Cantonese soap operas on television. They were mainly produced in Hong Kong and followed a simple formula which was invariably rehashed with slight variations. Man or woman from lower income background meets woman or man from privileged family and falls in love. Against all odds and amidst some kind of tragedy in between, they are united in the end.

Every weekday afternoon just before three o’clock, Amah would plant her rattan chair, slightly worn at the seat, in front of the television and sit still for an hour. Occasionally, she would fall asleep, head hanging down to her left a little and snoring gently. The jingle of commercials would jolt her out of her sleep. Those weekday afternoons were pleasurable for me.

My parents were most disappointed when they realised in my early teens that I knew very little about the ancient Hindu epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, but was well-acquainted with Hua Mulan, the brave Chinese warrior woman who disguised herself as a man. They found it quite exasperating when I asked for non-spicy food when we ate at Indian restaurants. The ultimate comfort food for me is still Cantonese: clear soup with tofu and salted mustard greens and a bowl of white rice, steamed to perfection with grains not too soft and slightly separated.

Before I started Primary One, my parents decided I should learn Chinese. A second language was, and still is, mandatory. In those early years of independence, there were three choices which catered to the main ethnic segments of Singapore’s population – Chinese, Malay and Tamil, a dialect spoken in South India’s Tamil Nadu from where the majority of Indian immigrants originated in the first hundred years of the founding of Singapore. As neither of my parents was from Tamil Nadu, Tamil was not an option.

Amah was keen for me to learn Chinese.

‘By the time you are eight years old, you can write all my letters for me. You can read them too, as soon as the postman brings them to me.’ She regularly paid an elderly Chinese man who wrote and read letters for illiterate immigrants. I had just started going with Amah at least once a fortnight to Chinatown; the letter reader-writer, an old man with a weather-beaten and kind face, fascinated me with his skills in calligraphy, turning simple strokes into elegant characters which combined to create a work of art on a piece of paper that was merely a medium to send news home. Every visit would be very sad, and Amah would cry; it always seemed to be bad news from home. When Amah cried, I cried too, even though I did not know why. She would not tell me. It just made me so sad to see her that way. Many years later I learnt her sadness was due to the unimaginable suffering brought upon her family, along with the rest of China, by the Cultural Revolution.

‘I will pay you instead of Old Man San. We won’t have to take the Number 12 bus to Chinatown just for that. Too far, too hot,’ she said in halting Malay, excitedly. I shared in her excitement, wanting to help her and please her. I had no idea then that I would have to be at least twelve years old before I knew enough Chinese to write a simple letter to her family.

After much discussion and with Amah’s opinion duly considered, my parents thought it might be best for me to take the path of least resistance. In the end, they chose Malay, a language that was easy to learn because it uses Romanised text. I will always be grateful for that decision. Being very similar to Bahasa Indonesia, my proficiency in Malay played a big part in helping me settle into village life in Bali forty years later.

When I was around ten, an American girl named Sue joined my Primary Five class. Sue was a novelty because of her blonde hair and blue eyes. She also asked a lot of questions, laughed a lot, and spoke more loudly than everyone else. She was like one of those girls I saw in those television shows from America – The Brady Bunch and Partridge Family – pretty, bubbly and talkative. She was very confident. I liked her instantly. I saw in her all I wanted to be but felt I wasn’t. I did not like how she spoke, however. Half the time, I could not understand what she said. She used the ‘d’ sound for ‘t’ in some words. She would say ‘bedderrrr’ instead of ‘bet-tuh’ for the word ‘better’; she said ‘can’t’ like the sound of the ‘a’ in ‘hand’ instead of the sound of ‘a’ in ‘car’. She referred to sweets and chocolate as ‘candy’ which in Singapore is a coconut confection. In a matter of weeks, I got used to her accent and new American words, like when she said ‘apartment’ instead of ‘flat’ and ‘elevator’ instead of ‘lift’. It was like watching an American show on television except without the Malay subtitles on which I relied heavily.

My early school years at Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus Opera Estate and later at Katong Convent were uneventful. The most dramatic moment for me was when Amah left to work in another household. I was twelve years old and missed her terribly. She continued to visit us nearly every Sunday for the next eight years until she made her final one-way trip to China but it took me a long time to get used to not having her around all the time.

A few months after Amah left, just before the Primary School Leaving Examinations, Sue returned to Ohio in America. She said her goodbyes without knowing if or when she would be back in Singapore again. Once she was gone, the classroom of nearly forty girls felt empty without her. I think most of us missed her, but no one more than I. All of us assumed we would never see her again.

Then, out of the blue one Sunday afternoon, she called and asked for me. When I said it was me, she delivered the most effusive ‘hi’ I had ever heard. I recognised the voice but was not sure. It seemed too good to be true. Sensing my hesitation, she said, ‘It’s Sue!’

‘Sue!!!’ I said, jumping around until I was entangled in the phone cord. ‘Are you here on holiday? Gosh, how long has it been? A year?’

‘About that, yeah. My parents moved back. My Dad got a job with Halliburton. I’m in an international school now. I lost my address book and did not have anyone’s numbers. Imagine looking up all those Lees and Tans and Wongs in the directory. I sure as hell can’t remember the Eurasian last names,’ she said.

‘Mine would be easy to find. Only two or three under Vas, I think.’

‘That’s what I thought. I could only remember two Indian names. There were too many under “Menon” to try but only two under “Vas”. I tried the first Vas listed and you answered. Lucky lah!’ She emphasised the ‘lah’. It was funny to hear Sue use the most ubiquitous of all Singlish words. I had never heard her say lah before and asked if she was making fun of me. She laughed.

‘No! Don’t be silly! I used it a lot for fun while I was back in the States and it just seems normal to use it here.’ It was strange to think that a foreigner wanted to sound like me at a time when I was starting to imitate the girls on American television shows.

Sue came over the next weekend. It was a Saturday and we were having a late lunch in our poorly finished, sparsely furnished, government-subsidised apartment. My parents asked Sue to join us at the table. It was a simple Indian meal but Sue thought it was a grand spread.

‘Man, this is so good! Do you eat like this every day or just on weekends?’ she asked.

‘Just weekends. But my mother made two extra dishes for you, the cauliflower and the spiced mutton,’ I said and filled her plate with a second helping, noticing the chapatti pushed to one side of her plate.

‘I prefer rice, thanks,’ she said.

Soon, Sue came over more and more often, almost every weekend. She was the same pretty and lively girl but also a little different. I thought she was more boisterous, a lot cleverer and a lot more fun. I definitely wanted to be like Sue.

‘Here, brought you some magazines. I’ve read them. Take your time. Just give them back when you’re done,’ she’d say, reaching into her big, yellow canvas bag and pulling out some glossy magazines.

There was always Seventeen, Tiger Beat, a couple of other magazines and sometimes her parents’ TIME which accidentally found its way into the stack. She regularly brought audiotapes of American pop and rock music with her. I grew to like Kiss, Boston, BTO and Peter Frampton, musicians I had never heard of until I met Sue. We would just lie in my room and read or listen to music, usually both. We would also go to the beach near my home after dinner, when it was cooler.

I was fascinated by how much Sue knew about world events and quite intrigued that she even cared. I had no interest in what was happening around my own small country or the region, let alone the world.

‘Hey, what do you think about that fastest plane in the world taking off? I thought it was far out! Conquered. Supersonic jet. Cool name for a plane, too. We talked about it in class today,’ she said.

‘Why do you say it like that, sounding like “Conquered”? It sounds weird. It’s supposed to sound like “Cong-cord”. That’s how I’ve heard it being said,’ I asked, wondering if it was yet another word the Americans said differently.

‘I was thinking of the town in Massachusetts, Concord without the ‘e’ at the end. You’re right, though, that’s what they called it in school. Did you know the Concorde, as in “cong-cord”, was made jointly by the British and French and was finished a few years ago? Concorde is the French spelling for “concord”, an English word which means agreement,’ she said, and noticed that I was now as interested as she was during her class discussion.

‘No, I didn’t know that. You’re so clever! Where do you get all this information?’ I asked.

‘It’s all over the papers and on the news! Big news!’ she said, surprised at my ignorance.

I asked how her teacher ended up talking about a new, supersonic jet in class because in my school, teachers walked into the class, taught according to the syllabus, gave out homework and left. Most teachers did not like questions as they felt it was disruptive for a class of forty students.

‘Some teachers tell us things, some ask questions but mostly it’s the other way around. You won’t get a discussion until you ask a question. It’s not like you can’t; I used to do it all the time when I was at your school,’ she said.

I could not understand the concept of a discussion in a classroom. When teachers asked a question, it was to test our knowledge or understanding of a subject. When students asked a question, which was extremely rare in my school, it was because we did not know or understand something. When a teacher spoke about something, it was always directly related to the syllabus. I could not remember a discussion in the classroom as Sue had just described.

‘Don’t you remember what it was like?’ I asked, surprised she had forgotten. ‘The teachers didn’t like it. As soon as your hand went up, the teacher would say “Yes, Susan?” eyes rolling and in a tone that said you were a nuisance.’

‘Yeah, I remember, all of them trying to intimidate me. I didn’t care. It was their job to answer questions. Just try it. You’ll never know,’ Sue said. Soon after, I started raising my hand in class when I did not understand something, causing some teachers to write in my report book that I was a disruptive student. Wanting to be like Sue, I learnt not to care and expected answers.

It was because of Sue that I started to read beyond the newspaper headlines. Soon after I started to read The Straits Times, the main daily paper, I was able to discuss with genuine interest Anwar Sadat’s visit to Israel and the worst air disaster in history at Tenerife and other major world events. It was my initiation into global citizenship. I felt clever and worldly wise. I was fourteen years old.

Sue was a voracious reader and encouraged me to borrow her books.

‘What? You’re still reading Enid Blyton? Hello, you’re already fourteen! Why would you still be interested in a group of girls in an English boarding school in the Fifties?’ she asked. ‘Why don’t you pick up some books from my room when you visit next weekend? I just finished Hemingway’s The Old Man and The Sea. Take that one, you’ll like it. It’s a good start,’ she offered.

As I struggled with Wordsworth’s ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’ in Secondary Two, Sue read Hemingway and Edgar Allan Poe. For pleasure, I should add. Sue gets all the credit for introducing me to the concept of reading to open my mind. It was those days when the foundations were laid for me to become a voracious reader in adulthood and a book club co-founder. She visited my school – her old school – several times a year when we had public events. We had sleepovers nearly every other week in each other’s homes except during exams. She loved sleeping over at my home because we could easily sneak out and cross the highway to walk to the beach where we would smoke cigarettes, which Sue bought, and drink rum and coke or gin and lime which I took from my father’s bar. I didn’t like drinking as much as I liked smoking. I felt strong and grown-up just having that cigarette between my fingers. We smoked Marlboro and with images of cowboys on horses in my mind, it also made me feel American.

Through the few boring and sometimes difficult years of secondary school, there were a few girls at school whose company I sought but it was always Sue who brightened up a bad day or week. It was Sue’s encouragement and influence that helped me develop into the person I eventually became – confident, inquisitive, generous, socially conscious and an avid reader.

I was always skipping along the wide corridors in school, usually accompanied by a song in my head. I do not remember when the songs started, probably when I was about fifteen. There was a song for every emotion running through my mind from the highest highs to the lowest lows. Depending on how I was feeling, I would dig into the private collection buried in the recesses of my mind and pull out a song, sing to myself and bob my head along with the song. Sometimes I would play the same song for a few days in a row, like Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘59th Bridge Song’, telling me to slow down, I was moving too fast, I really had to make the morning last … all the while looking for fun, loving life and feeling groovy. Very groovy.

When I was in Secondary Three, I cut some classes and went to the library. It wasn’t so much that I was drawn to the library; I felt pushed away from the classroom. Most times I didn’t feel the push but on the odd occasion when it came, I succumbed. It happened for all my lessons except literature. I adored my literature teacher, Ms Aileen Lau, the kindest and the only inspiring teacher I ever had in all my years in school. The teacher of some other classes I skipped would send the class monitor to look for me and each time the teacher would ask why and each time I would just shrug my shoulders. Fearing suspension or even expulsion, I did not know how to tell the teacher I was bored and did not want to be in her class. The teachers eventually came to accept it as part of my behaviour and went through the motions of hauling me back to class on those days when I disappeared to the library.

When I started Secondary Four, my last year at Katong Convent, I started to feel that everyone around me, even my teachers, were slow. Frustratingly slow. Like I was cycling at a normal speed and they were behind, not even trying to catch up. I didn’t have this feeling all the time but it was for long enough to notice. Everyone had to work hard for a major rite of passage exam at the end of the year, the dreaded General Certificate of Education Ordinary Levels, better known as O-levels. My entire future was going to be determined by how well or badly I did in these exams; teachers sometimes warned us that failing them meant working as a sales assistant at a department store while passing with good grades meant going on to pre-university for two years and sitting the GCE Advanced or A-levels, doing well enough to secure a place in university. I had trouble focusing and my grades dived but I felt quick and smart in my head. School was boring. I hung out with a few people, all very nice girls and fun to be with, during recess and sometimes after school too, but Sue had been my best friend for over three years now so I didn’t actually have any really close friends in my school. I liked many of them, but I had started to feel different from them. I did not know why; it was just the feeling of a perceptive, sensitive sixteen-year-old.

Some teachers told me that I was too wild, a little crazy and needed to tone it down. Wild? Crazy? And tone exactly what down? They liked the word ‘crazy’ and used it with contempt. Looking back, I am sure if they had they used the word ‘crazy’ with a little wonderment it might have softened the delivery. I did not think I was wild. I drank and I smoked cigarettes, but only with Sue, and mainly at the beach near my home. There were girls in my school as young as thirteen who were sleeping with their boyfriends, usually from St. Patrick’s next door. To me that was wild. I didn’t even have a boyfriend.

Early into Secondary Four, I cut my uniform pinafore. It was so short that when I walked down the corridor in the direction of a classroom where a notoriously strict teacher, Madam Tan, happened to be teaching because the usual teacher was sick, she yelled out my name and asked me to step into her classroom. She removed her ugly black butterfly-rimmed glasses, looked at me from top to toe and said that tutus were not part of the school uniform. The whole class laughed.

‘Your O-levels are months away. At the rate you are going, Ms Vas, you will fail all your exams and end up leading a life of nothingness,’ Madam Tan continued without trying to hide her contempt. ‘Nothingness. Mark my words,’ she stressed.

While wondering if ‘nothingness’ was a correct word, I had this urge to pull her big, unnaturally fluffy hair to see if it was a wig. Thankfully she asked me to get out before I could lift my arm. She knew she could not make me buy a new pinafore because it was the last year of school. A week later, I used indelible red ink to draw daisies – because they were Sue’s favourite flowers – on the mandatory white canvas shoes we had to wear as part of our school uniform. I must have been very self-absorbed; it never occurred to me that in a school which was strict about uniforms and did not allow the use of jewellery other than a watch or a Catholic medallion; where hair ties had to be in blue, black or white and prefects – fellow students selected by teachers and given authority to enforce school rules – went around checking the length of our pinafores; where shoes and socks had to be as white as our bleached blouses, well, of course bright red daisies on filthy canvas shoes were going to be as conspicuous as flowers growing in the Sahara. Of course the prefects would have a field day booking me for detention. It was not long before I had to white wash my shoes every other day, instead of once a week, to keep those red daisies covered.

Where most Catholic and even some non-Catholic girls used laminated pictures of The Virgin Mary or Our Lady of Fatima as bookmarks in their textbooks, I had flimsy cut-outs of Peter Frampton whom I thought to be the most beautiful man in the world. Sue took them off some of her magazines and gave them to me. I particularly liked the picture taken off his album Frampton Comes Alive. I habitually kissed this picture every time I saw it. Once I had the misfortune of sitting barely a foot from one of my teachers, on a day when I opened my book, saw the picture, smiled widely, picked it up with both hands, kissed it and whispered ‘You are the greatest!’

Mrs Hu, a teacher I never liked, witnessed all this, looked at me with an intense loathing and said, ‘You really are mad.’ I think I just smiled which riled her more and she promptly sent me out to ‘reflect on my actions’. I was happy for the solitude. I reflected on why Singapore didn’t have boys who looked like Peter Frampton. I thought maybe one day I might marry him. It was a most pleasurable thought.

Madam Tan, the teacher who called my short pinafore a tutu and told me I was going to live a life of nothingness, also told me a few months later that she could see the devil in my eyes. She said it with some kindness in her voice, but the words were so harsh I could not know if she was telling me the truth or just being wicked. I wondered if it was true. Several weeks later, Madam Tan stopped me in the corridor, made me spit out my chewing gum and said, ‘It must be your friend’s influence. Just remember, you are not American, you know.’

After my O-levels, I left Katong Convent for a two-year pre-university course in another school. I found my first boyfriend, Vishal, who dumped me within months but we remained good friends. Soon after, I became friends with two other girls who now live in San Francisco and remain amongst my closest friends. I had a great time with them after school during the week and with Sue on weekends. Sometimes Sue joined us after school if she did not have much homework on a Thursday or Friday afternoon. We smoked a little, drank a little and, using portable audio tape players, listened to rock music introduced by Sue. We had our own little secret garden.

Amah was by now in her mid-sixties and working part-time to save up for her final trip to China. During her regular weekly visits, Amah would gently tell me every now and then that I was changing too quickly. I would take her hands in mine and tell her I was not a child any more. Then one day, while Amah was visiting, I had an argument with my mother about wearing the clothes Sue had given me. My mother thought the skin-tight denim jeans and skimpy top were too indecent and – her exact words – low-class.

‘Did you just say “low-class”? Like we are so high-class? Mummy, all my friends, including Sue, are in a higher class than me. If you want to talk about high-class or low-class, we are low-class people who pretend to be high-class. We are not even middle-class like all our neighbours.’ I was very angry at my mother for suggesting Sue was low-class because of her clothes.

Amah, with a sad voice I had not heard in years, chimed in and said I was becoming like that white girl, not a good girl, she is a bad influence. She tearfully told me that I must not be American like that white girl.

‘You must not forget your roots. All children must respect their elders. You cannot argue with your mother. You are still a child. You cannot raise your voice like that,’ Amah said, tears welling in her eyes. Her Malay had improved over the years. ‘Good girls do not behave like that. They don’t talk so much, don’t show off how clever they are. They do not wear such tight clothes and T-shirts with so little material which show so much skin. Very bad way to dress. Must not be American,’ Amah said. She pulled out her handkerchief and dabbed her eyes while shaking her head to register her disapproval. ‘Must not be American’ sounded so racist to my newly opened, still-developing yet opinionated mind.

‘You two are terrible! As bad as the white racists, thinking that your race is superior. Ha! Being part of a civilisation going back thousands of years does not make you superior. Why harp on it? I feel Indian, I feel Chinese but I also feel American. If you wanted to be traditional, you should have stayed in your backward villages and lived like ostriches with your heads buried in the ground. You are pathetic. Leave me alone!’ I screamed at my mother and Amah, tore up a magazine that was on the table and stormed out the door. While on the bus going into town, I thought about Amah dabbing her eyes and I started to cry. I could not understand what possessed me to lash out the way I did. I said a Sanskrit mantra and promised myself I would be good. I would not make Amah cry ever again.

That night, Amah, who was so troubled by my response that she waited for me to come home, sat in my room and gently told me she cared deeply for me and wanted to help me.

‘Maybe you have bad spirits inside you. Or maybe too much heaty food, not enough yin. Your mother will make more cooling food for you from tomorrow. Carrots, cucumber, tofu. Even watermelon. Try for a few weeks. You will get better. Don’t worry, no need to go to temple,’ Amah said as she massaged my arm.

‘Temple? Why, Amah? You actually want a temple medium to exorcise me? You can’t be serious!’ I said and knew right away by the look on her face that she was serious.

‘I cared for you for twelve years, from the time you were born. You are like my child. I know something is wrong with you but I don’t know what. Your daddy has the same thing but your mummy doesn’t know what to do. I can’t tell her what to do but for me, you are different. You have my heart,’ said Amah. ‘I’m afraid you have spirits inside and the only cure is to drive them out of your body. But let us hope it is just your diet. All that spicy Indian food and mutton for a child raised on Cantonese-style vegetables and fish is not good for your system. Some Indian people can manage, you cannot. You are my Chinese girl,’ she said. Listening to her gentle voice and looking at her soft face while remembering the events of that afternoon, I believed for a moment that I might actually be possessed by spirits.

‘No!’ I said as I pulled my arm away from Amah’s soft hands. ‘No! I am not possessed. Maybe my diet needs to change but there is nothing wrong with me.’ I began to cry. Amah held my hand. ‘I just need to control my temper. I will try my best to be good Amah, I promise. I won’t shout at anyone, especially Mummy and I won’t shout at you again.’ I held back my tears as I made that promise. ‘Sue never shouts at people. She is good to her mother. She makes me happy. She makes me forget all that is bad about Daddy and living in this horrible flat. She helped me get through my years in Katong Convent.’

After two weeks on a diet of cooling yin foods prepared without spices or fat, I seemed better. I ate a lot of yogurt and cucumber and drank at least two large glasses of barley water every day. I did not lose my temper for several months.

* * *

So who was I? Indian in spirit and demeanour, Chinese in affinity? A Chinese trapped in an Indian body? Was I neither Indian nor Chinese or maybe both in equal measure? Maybe a failed Asian and a pretend American, a fake? Or was it possible to just be plain no-racial-classification me, sometimes with a huge spring in my step and other times with a bad, uncontrollable temper?

At eighteen, I wasn’t sure who I was, but if being who I was at the time made me American, then that’s what I wanted to be. It made me feel free and natural. I no longer had to try to blend in, to submit to other people’s expectations of how a teenage Asian girl should be. I found myself torn between the two most influential and important people in my life. I adored Amah and wanted her to be proud of me, but I also wanted to feel free, just like Sue. I wanted to learn to control my temper but I did not want to have to tone anything else down.

All I knew was that I wanted to be me without being bad.
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‘Experience, travel – these are as education in themselves.’
Euripides

At nineteen, I became a flight stewardess with Singapore Airlines, consistently ranked amongst the world’s best airlines. The job happened by chance. My parents were dead against it so I had to apply for it in secret.

The plan was for me to go to university after which my parents intended to marry me off to a suitable boy, as was the practice amongst their community in those days. Extended family homes being quite commonplace then, Indian parents preferred brides and grooms from the same community for their children. That was over and above the usual list of demands which included ‘university educated, light-skinned, good job and good family’. I did not mind the arranged marriage that much but I did badly in my exams so a university education in Singapore was out of the question. My parents were beginning to think about making me work in my father’s struggling real estate business. I could not bear the thought of working with my temperamental father whose assistants and agents routinely left after a few months.

A family friend who visited one afternoon suggested I join Singapore Airlines as a stewardess. The national airline was expanding rapidly and had some exciting routes. Mrs Dani’s husband had just joined the airline as a pilot and the family had moved from India. Mrs Dani thought a few years flying around the world was a great idea; so did I. My mother obviously thought otherwise. After Mrs Dani left, my mother told me pointedly I was not to become a stewardess as such a ‘low-class’ job would bring shame to the family. That word again. In economic terms, we were probably a lower middle-class family; I could not see how an honest job could bring shame. It was an inane comment quite typical of my mother. In the first five minutes of the suggestion being made that afternoon, I had made up my mind. I was going to be a stewardess and if that meant being kicked out of the house, then all the better.
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