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Chapter Eight

Jasmin

Bintang, Kuala Lumpur

August 17, 1945

Japanese-occupied Malaya

As Jasmin clambered stealthily back into the bedroom after her night with Yuki, the little clock on the table told her it was already the next morning, both hands pointing at two. She was smelly and would need to change before she crawled back into bed with Jujube. Padding about as quietly as she could, Jasmin found a new nightie, cream-colored, the closest she could find to her current one, and changed. She threw the other nightie, covered with specks of dust, mud, and a conspicuous splotch of blood that must have rubbed off Yuki or some other surface at the shacks, into the top drawer of a chest she shared with Jujube. She was so tired that her eyelids felt like they were being pressed down. She crawled onto the mattress, careful not to jostle Jujube, who sighed but didn’t wake up. Jasmin would figure out what to do with the dirty nightie when she woke up.

*

“Jasmin!”

Jasmin opened her eyes blearily and saw Jujube’s face hovering above and breathing hot morning breath onto her. Outside the window, the sun was a faint orange ball, barely peeking over the horizon. It wasn’t even sunrise yet. Her whole body screamed out for her eyes to close; she felt like she had barely had any sleep.

“Get up, sis! I need to show you what to do.”

“Wha . . . ?” None of Jasmin’s limbs wanted to move. She turned over and covered her eyes with her hand. The air was still cool; she wanted to enjoy a few more hours of it before she had to wake up and go back down to the moldy basement.

“Sis, seriously, wake up. I have to talk to you before Mama sees.”

“Go away,” Jasmin mumbled.

“I found this.” Jujube was holding Jasmin’s soiled nightie from last night in front of her. It unfurled in front of Jasmin like a smelly curtain, a patch of blood visible on the back.

Jasmin felt her throat drop. Why hadn’t she washed the nightie? Why had she thrown it in the drawer? And now her sister, always responsible about everything, had found it.

Jujube’s voice softened, and she sat down beside Jasmin on their lumpy mattress. She pulled Jasmin into her lap and tossed the nightie on the floor.

“Your body is changing, baby sister,” Jujube began. “I found your nightie. The blood must’ve scared you.”

Jasmin stared at Jujube, rubbing her eyes, not comprehending.

“Did you—?” Jujube twisted her fingers together uncomfortably. “Did you start bleeding last night? You’re so young . . . I thought we’d have more time before I needed to explain.” Her sister’s words rushed out of her in a gust of breath.

“No, that isn’t my blood,” Jasmin said. “It’s from . . .”

Jasmin’s sleepy mind spun. She stared at the crack in the cement floor, curving around her foot like an earthworm. She didn’t know how to lie, but she wasn’t sure how to tell the truth. Jujube would be furious. Lately, everything was so much harder. Every time someone talked, there was always another meaning to the words that she struggled to understand. Now Jujube was talking about blood and bodies, but this was not her blood, nor was it from her body.

“You don’t need to be afraid, Jas.” Jujube squeezed Jasmin’s shoulder. “It happens to all girls. I’ll show you how to wear a pad. In fact, you must have stained your panties too.” Jujube pulled Jasmin to her feet. “I don’t want you to stain the mattress. It’ll upset Ma.”

Jasmin had seen the bloody napkins and rags around the house that told her either her mother or her sister was bleeding. Jasmin felt humiliated, ashamed that her sister was being kind when she was lying. “It’s not my period,” she said.

Jujube looked shocked, as though Jasmin had said a bad word. “How do you know it’s called that?”

“I’m not a baby, you know. I know things.”

“Well, then, why is your nightie dirty?” Jujube’s gentle tone had shifted, a furrow coming between her eyes, the one that Jasmin knew meant she was confused or upset.

“I . . . I . . .”

“Did you—Did you—go outside?” Jujube’s voice was even, soft, but it sounded dangerous. Jasmin would almost rather Jujube yell.

“I went to see my friend,” Jasmin said in a small voice.

If Jasmin didn’t know her sister better, she would not have known that Jujube was upset. Her sister sat completely still on the edge of the mattress; her feet pressed flat on the ground. Jasmin noticed the tops of Jujube’s feet were dry and peeling, little flecks of white disturbing the normally smooth brown surface. The only part of Jujube that moved was her throat, which appeared to be swallowing rapidly, undulating ripples down her neck. Jasmin wanted to smooth down those ripples, cut the tension.

Then, without a word, Jujube grabbed a tuft of Jasmin’s hair and pulled her to her feet. Jasmin screamed, more from fear than from pain—Jujube had never, ever been rough with her. Jujube grabbed her by the arm, so hard that Jasmin could hear the seams of the thin nightie strain as Jujube pulled her out of the bedroom.

“Stop, Jujube, I’m sorry! I won’t do it again!”

Jasmin could hear Jujube breathing heavily through her nose.

“Ju, what are you doing, what’s going on?” Her father came running out of his room, his pajama pants sagging on one side. “Why is your sister yelling?”

“Don’t.” Jujube fixed him with an icy glare, but even scarier to Jasmin was her voice, again completely even, not raised, without expression. It filled Jasmin’s whole body with shakes. She felt her arm begin to sweat through the nightie where Jujube gripped it.

“Let me go, Ju! I won’t do it again!” Jasmin wailed.

Jujube kicked open the wooden door to the basement. “Go inside,” she said, looking at Jasmin for the first time since pulling her off the bed.

“I want to bathe. I’m smelly. Are you gonna let me out for dinner?” Jasmin’s voice lowered to a piteous whine.

“You forfeited your chance when you sneaked out. You’re going to stay here till you learn your lesson.” Jujube raised her voice so the rest of the family, now gathered around, mouths agape, could hear. Their father, hair sticking up on the back of his head, stepped toward the sisters, but Jujube held out a hand to block him. Then Jujube darted into the basement and stood on a chair. She reached for the tiny lightbulb in the low ceiling and unscrewed it.

“Jujube, what are you doing? That’s cruel. This is your sister.” Her father’s eyes widened.

“She has been sneaking out. She might’ve been seen last night. They might have followed her home. We have to make sure there’s no chance they can see her!” Jujube’s even, cold voice shook just a little. “There is no other choice.”

Her mother held out her arms, as if to reach for her daughter, but then dropped them. Jasmin felt her eyes burn as she stepped into the basement and squatted on the floor, her head in her hands. The wooden door clanged above her, and she heard the latch click, and a new sound she hadn’t heard before: a padlock, clicking twice, locking her into the darkness.

Jasmin’s whole body exploded out of her eyes, the tears, giant rivulets rushing down her cheeks, the aching of uncontrollable sobs rising through her body. She let out a sound, somewhere between a gasp and a howl, that vibrated at the back of her throat. She wiped the snot away from her nose with her hand, but more flowed. How could they do this? Lock her in here forever? In complete darkness? Would she even get to eat? Were they going to kill her? The thoughts that rushed through her head shocked her. Even in their saddest, angriest moments, Jasmin had never been treated this way. Jujube knew she was afraid of the dark—that was why she had moved their mattress close to the window, so Jasmin could feel the moonlight seeping through her closed eyes; it was the only way she didn’t feel as though someone or something was going to grab her in the night. And now she was in this horrible basement forever. At night it would be pitch-black. Jasmin choked back her fear. As her eyes adjusted, she could see the vague outlines of the chair and the table, but she felt frozen, her body rooted in the squat—she could not move, she could not do anything but heave the sobs.

Above, she heard muffled yelling, her father shouting, her mother walking around in circles. Then she heard Jujube’s voice, clear as a bell, authoritative, frightening.

“She needs to learn. She is the only one who doesn’t know how to survive. I’m done trying to protect her from everything if she won’t listen.”

At first Jasmin wanted to yell, “I’ll listen, I’ll listen, let me out!” But a wave of defiance she didn’t recognize, fiery, furious, washed over her. She held her head up and bit the side of her cheek to stop herself from heaving and gasping. If she was going to cry, she would not let them hear her, her family who had thrown her into the basement like a rotten vegetable. As the arguing voices above her quieted, so did Jasmin’s crying. She would not let them win.

*

“Baby girl?”

Jasmin opened her eyes; she must’ve fallen asleep. She stretched her mouth to clear her throat, the dust bits sticking. She heard the sound of the latch being dragged, then her mother was standing in a puddle of light on the steps of the basement, holding the door open.

Her throat scratched. “How long have I been in here?” she said, struggling to adjust to the light.

“Silly child, it’s only been a few minutes. Your sister just left for the teahouse. It was a nonsense fight! Come out, I’ll make you a Horlicks.” Her mother held the door open.

Horlicks, a malty, sweet drink, was extremely expensive and hard to get on the black market—they each got half of a cup on their birthday, and that was it. Jasmin coughed. The dampness in the basement made it feel like someone was sitting on her chest. It had felt a lot longer than a few minutes since her sister, the one she loved and who had sworn to always keep her safe, had locked her away in the dark. As she passed her mother on the steps, her mother pulled her close, so Jasmin could smell the sweat under her arms and feel the dampness of her cheeks: from sweat or tears, she didn’t know.

“We’ll talk to your sister, okay, baby girl? You are sisters; you’ll figure it out. It’s the war that does this. It does bad things to us.”

Jasmin pulled out of her mother’s grasp. Normally she liked hugs, sweaty or not, but today was not a normal day. The shock of Jujube’s betrayal had made her body feel different—like there was a heavy rock in her chest, like a sheet had been lifted off her eyes and she could see clearly for the first time. This family, the one she had loved all her life, the one she tried to smile for and stay happy for, had tossed her away. Jasmin’s mother went to the kitchen, and Jasmin heard the familiar bubble of boiling water and the tinkle of a spoon stirring the malty Horlicks mixture into a ceramic mug with condensed milk. “A nice hot drink; it’ll make it all feel better,” her mother said, turning to face the window.

It was quick, but Jasmin knew what she had to do. She pulled her nightie away from her ankles and ran soundlessly across the small house and through the front door. She could hear her mother murmuring little comforts as she stirred the Horlicks. But her murmurs became a loud yell when she realized that Jasmin had disappeared. Jasmin ran as fast as she could across the grass outside the house. Her breath streamed out of her, wet and steamy, and she realized she had put on mismatched slippers—one orange and one blue. She kept running, as fast and as far as she could, in zigzags into the lane that led to town, flinching whenever she caught the sound of her mother shouting her name.

Eventually she could not hear her mother anymore, and she stopped, wheezing, her breath escaping her throat in quick, painful bursts. She was sweating through the nightie, and it stuck to her back, her underarms. It was a cloudy day, as far as days went, but the air was still, no breeze to break up the humidity. She’d been running more or less into the center of town, but she had tried to zigzag and stay off the main street in case her mother dispatched neighbors on bicycles to come look for her. Once or twice, she’d seen soldiers loitering under trees, smoking, but they didn’t seem to notice her. Her left foot ached, and she noticed it was because the base of the orange slipper, already thin, had worn off, and her foot was scraping against the hot ground. Limping, her adrenaline dying down, Jasmin looked around and realized she was close to the chemist. She didn’t have any money, but maybe Peik Lum would give her something to cover up the blisters already forming.

The little bells hanging on the door clinked as she entered. Peik Lum walked around the counter toward Jasmin.

“Girl, you’re all sweaty. Come sit down.” She pulled Jasmin by the arm into a chair, usually occupied by one of many old people waiting for medications. “What’s going on?”

Jasmin stared at the floor. She didn’t know how to explain her family’s betrayal. Instead, she said, “My brother is gone. Away.”

“I heard. I’m sorry, little girl.” Peik Lum pressed her head into her hands. “My cousin, he went away for a job too, but now we don’t hear from him anymore, no letters, nothing.”

She pulled Jasmin into a squishy hug till Jasmin squeaked. Peik Lum released her and dabbed her own damp eyes gingerly before noticing the mismatched slippers. “Aiya, what did you do?” She disappeared behind the counter and came back with a paper bag. Squatting, she said, “Give me your foot.”

Jasmin extended her hurt left foot, and Peik Lum pulled it toward her, clucking the whole time and not even flinching at the smell. Jasmin screwed up her nose, the sour, musty odor of her own foot making her gag. Peik Lum dabbed her sole with a soft, damp rag, then put an ointment on the blistered arch that stung at first but quickly softened into a cooling sensation. She covered what looked like the beginning of a blister with a plaster. Then she rustled in her bag again. “Nah, here.” Peik Lum pushed a stray piece of stick-straight hair that had escaped her ponytail off her face with one hand and tossed Jasmin a pair of new blue-and-white slippers, which she slipped on eagerly.

“Thank you,” Jasmin mumbled, not knowing what else to say.

The bell on the door clinked again. Peik Lum rose to her feet and turned toward the door. Jasmin saw the smile she usually put on to greet customers fall from her face.

“General, sir.” Peik Lum lowered her eyes and pressed one hand over the other, Jasmin noticed, to stop them from shaking.

At the door stood a short, round man in a soldier’s uniform. But unlike most of the soldiers’ uniforms Jasmin had seen, this man’s wasn’t grubby or stained—it was pressed, knife creases in the pants legs and starched stiffness on the collar. For a short man, he held himself straight and tall, a curling frown splitting his face in two as he scanned the room. Jasmin watched his gaze start on his left, past the shelves of herbs, the white bottles of pills, the glass bottles of colorful liquid, the counter where Peik Lum had stood, over the calendar with red Chinese characters on it, which deepened his frown, finally resting on Peik Lum and then her. Jasmin tugged at her nightie uncomfortably—it felt strange to have a man who wasn’t her brother or her father looking at her in nightclothes.

“And who are you?” he asked, his Japanese-accented English curt, soft.

“She’s just a neighbor girl, General. Just a no one.” Jasmin had nearly forgotten about Peik Lum, such was the draw of this small man who seemed to suck the air out of the room, while also forcing her to look at him.

“How old are you?” he asked, ignoring the shaking Peik Lum.

“I’m almost eight,” Jasmin said. “My birthday is in January.”

The general cocked his head to one side when she said that. “Who are your parents?”

“I—I—” Jasmin stammered. Peik Lum had stiffened her neck so much that Jasmin could see her collarbones. Peik Lum was shaking her head as subtly as she could.

“You. Go back to work.” The general waved Peik Lum away, and she shrank back behind the counter.

His voice softened just a bit, and he bent one knee so she could look more closely at his face. “I’m not going to hurt you. My name is General Fujiwara. I just want to know who your parents are.” He pronounced “hurt” as “hut.”

“My daddy is Gordon,” Jasmin began. The general waved that information aside with his hand, as though swatting a fly. “My ma is Cecily . . .”

The general’s forehead frown deepened so much Jasmin thought his face would break in two. “What is your surname?” he said, nearly breathless. Behind her, behind the counter, she heard Peik Lum inhale. “Is it Alcantara?” he asked.

Jasmin nodded mutely. Because she was so close to General Fujiwara, she could do the thing she did best, see things. She saw that his frown was melting away from his face. She saw the beginnings of a smile pull apart his sparse mustache, causing a small crumb on the top to fall onto his lip. She saw him brush that crumb away, then use the same hand to wipe his forehead, although he wasn’t sweating. And then she heard it before she saw it, a huge, bellowing laugh, rocking through his stomach, past his chest, and out of his mouth, shaking his entire uniformed body to and fro.

“I have been looking for you everywhere! Come!” He stood up from his kneeling position, with ease and without help, Jasmin noticed, unlike her father, who usually needed one of his kids to pull him to his feet.

“Sir, this is a nobody girl. I don’t think you’re looking for her.” Peik Lum’s shaky voice rang through the room.

“It’s all right. I know her parents,” he said. He held out a hand to Jasmin, who shrank away. “Come on, little girl, tell me your name.”

He turned her around with surprising gentleness and tugged at the label on her night dress, at the names that Jasmin’s mother always stitched into their clothes. He read the blue stitches. “Jasmin, I see. Come, little Jasmin. I promise I won’t do anything. Are you hungry? I’ll get my houseboy to make you a good lunch.”

Jasmin was confused, dizzy. The general, who a few minutes ago had seemed like a scary man, now sounded like a kind uncle or neighbor offering to feed her. She was indeed hungry; she hadn’t eaten since Jujube had thrown her in the basement. At the memory, she stuck out her lip bitterly. She wouldn’t go home; she didn’t want to be with a family who didn’t want her. Her stomach growled. She dropped her hand into the general’s, surprised at his smooth skin. The door clinked as they left the chemist.

Outside, a blue car stood idling. A driver with a pointy black cap rushed to open the door for the general and cast a questioning eye at him before receiving the nod to keep the door open for Jasmin. Jasmin hesitated. Her mother and sister had warned her many times about getting into any kind of vehicle with a stranger, and her thoughts swirled back to the day when the soldiers had come banging the door asking for guniang. But she’d never been in such a nice car. The seats looked comfortable. Plus, the cooling ointment on her left foot had faded, so it was beginning to hurt again.

“Come on.” The general smiled at her, making his mustache curl up comically like a worm. Jasmin stifled a giggle and got in. The car was lush, the brown seat holding her like a hug, even more comfortable than her mattress at home. It seemed like he wouldn’t stop staring at her. They sat side by side on the car’s bench seat, and she could feel him studying the side of her face. Jasmin straightened up to meet his inspection. She wished she weren’t wearing this dirty nightie, and she crossed her arms over her chest. Hot wind blew through the open window; it felt good on her head.

“Why does your mother cut your hair like this?” the general asked, pointing at a small bald spot where her mother had been careless with the scissors the previous week.

Jasmin opened her mouth but shut it again. She didn’t know how to explain to him about the men coming, and her mother pushing her onto the bucket, and wearing Abel’s clothes, and all the grown-ups talking about hurting “down there.” Not waiting for an answer, he muttered to himself, “Odd of Cecily to do this.”

“Do you know my mother?” Jasmin asked.

“In a way,” he said, looking out of the car at an angsana tree they passed. It felt to Jasmin like he didn’t want to say anything else, so she too stared out the window. The next five minutes passed by wordlessly, but Jasmin didn’t feel uncomfortable. She liked to think she had a sense about grown-ups, that she could tell when they were mean or nice. The lady at the pisang goreng stall who always rolled her eyes—mean. Peik Lum the chemist’s assistant—nice. The soldiers who came banging down their door—mean. Her only mistake had been with Jujube, who had always been at the top of her “Nice” list but had quickly become the meanest person she knew. And now General Fujiwara, who, even at his coldest, felt nice to her. Comforted with her assessment, she nestled into the seat.

*

A hand was shaking her gently. “Wake up, we have arrived.”

“I wasn’t asleep!” Jasmin yelped. Before she had time to feel embarrassed, the driver opened the door, and the general held out a hand to Jasmin, who took it and exited the car.

They had stopped in front of a large white house, the largest that Jasmin had ever seen in her life, larger even than the house of their richest neighbor, Raja Zain, and his wife, Aunty Faridah, two roads down. Raja Zain was descended from Malay royalty, and his house had a second story and a big growly dog that Jasmin was afraid of. She saw they had driven up a long curving road that led to the house, which sat on a soft green lawn. The house itself was not attached by the walls to the neighbors’ houses on the left and right; it stood alone.

“Your old British resident used to live here. I took it over when . . .” General Fujiwara paused. “Never mind, come inside.” He waved her in.

Inside the house, her feet encased in soft cloth house slippers the general had handed her, she stood awkwardly at a pillar. The general had disappeared, and in his place, a Japanese houseboy stood, dressed in starched white. The houseboy, who looked about Abel’s age, bounced on the balls of his feet. He mimed with his hands, making a little cup and bringing it to his lips.

“Is it water?” Jasmin asked.

He nodded and handed her a tin cup filled with cool water and waved her into a rattan chair with the most comfortable cushions Jasmin had ever sat on. They felt like they were wrapping her in a soft, cool embrace. The houseboy soon reappeared with a large steaming bowl of rice, and on top, Jasmin saw a piece of fish covered in garlic and soy sauce. The fragrant smell filled the room and made her head spin. The houseboy waved the bowl under her nose. “You,” he said, handing her a spoon.

The general came back down as she was spooning the last of the rice into her mouth, her tongue pulling a grain that had gotten stuck on her upper lip, not wanting to waste even the smallest bit of this meal, the tastiest she’d had in a long time. The general wore loose light-colored trousers and a singlet, his armpits exposed in the large armholes. To Jasmin, he looked so much smaller this way, and older, even older than her father, who was the oldest person she knew.

“How do you know my mother?” Jasmin asked. It surprised her that her mother would know anyone outside of their family and their neighbors, because for as long as Jasmin could recall, her mother had always seemed afraid to go outside. During heavy storms, when little cracks of lightning broke through the sky before the loud shout of thunder, the fear of what was to come made Jasmin shiver. It seemed to Jasmin that her mother lived in this in-between place—always shaking, about to crack open, always waiting for the thunder.

“Ah, well,” said the general, his voice gentle, quiet, lulling Jasmin into a peaceful calm. “Your mother changed me, and the world.”





Chapter Eleven

Abel

Kanchanaburi Labor Camp on the Burma/Thailand border

August 18, 1945

Japanese-occupied Malaya

Abel’s eyes flew open. It was morning again, his third day in the chicken coop. It felt like he was living in a loop, one where every morning he was greeted by the angry pecking of a brown hen who did not enjoy having him encroaching on her space. The night prior, he and Brother Luke had assumed opposite sides of the chicken coop and glared at each other across the darkness. Abel had thought about crawling over to Brother Luke and beating his face into a pulp—the man had sold him into this horrible life, after all—but he didn’t think he would win the fight, broken down as his body was. Brother Luke, for his part, did not seem to recognize him, which infuriated Abel even more; how many families had Brother Luke done this to? How many more boys had he snatched from their families and sold to the Japanese, and in return for what? Brother Luke was trapped in the same coop that he was.

The door to the chicken coop was unlatched again. Both boy and man shrank to their respective corners, preparing for the worst.

“White Boy!” Master Akiro said, bending his head to fit under the coop.

Abel noticed that Brother Luke’s shoulders dropped in relief, which made him clench his own fists in anger. It wasn’t fair.

“You like this? You want this?” Master Akiro had opened a flask and was swishing the liquid around inside. The unmistakable sweetness of toddy swept toward Abel, over the humidity and smell of chicken feces. Abel wanted to grit his teeth and look away, to hold his own against this man who had beaten him into a bag of broken bones, who had, just hours ago—No, he didn’t even want to think about what had happened. But Abel’s body betrayed him; he craved the drink so badly that he found himself sniffing the air like a rabid animal, crawling toward the door, toward Akiro, toward the toddy. He needed to feel the burn scorch its way down his esophagus; he wanted the warmth to spread through the nerves that were screaming now from the cuts, bruises, bites, and breaks; he wanted to drink until the shouting in his head became an even buzzing that wrapped around him like a blanket.

“Ah, ah, no.” Master Akiro ducked away and capped the flask. “Not free of charge, White Boy.” Akiro reached for something on the ground and tossed it toward Abel as if throwing food into an animal pen. It made a loud thud as it hit the ground. All the chickens except the dead rooster squawked, flapped their wings, and moved toward the edges of the coop in indignation. Master Akiro had thrown a slim, long piece of rebar. Abel had touched, carried, and laid down steel rebar many times before as part of the work he and the other boys did to build the railway tracks.

When he looked up, Abel was surprised to see that a small crowd had gathered at the doorway and around the chicken coop fence, both Japanese soldiers and camp boys alike. They crammed against one another, pushing to get a view. He scanned the crowd: Ah Lam was there, and Azlan, and Rama. Then he saw Freddie standing slightly away from the crowd, as usual, blue eyes narrowed and fixed on Brother Luke. Abel opened his mouth to ask what he was supposed to do with the rebar, but his voice came out as only a choke. Master Akiro laughed a little cruel laugh.

“You kill. I give you drink. I let you out,” Master Akiro said.

The camp boys and soldiers outside the chicken coop roared, “Fight, fight, fight!”

Brother Luke was screaming by this point. “No, please, boy, no.”

The world is cruel, Abel thought. Here before his feet was the instrument to do the thing he had wanted to do—kill the man who had destroyed his life, sold him into slavery, taken him from everything he had ever loved. But now he was to do it for sport, for the entertainment of everyone around him, with his violated body, under the glare of Master Akiro. Abel knew he should feel guilty, he should feel fear, he should feel something, but all he felt was bone-crushing exhaustion. He wondered if he even had the strength to pick up the rebar.

“Do it, White Boy, or you stay in here. Then he kill you.” Master Akiro pointed at Brother Luke, who was squatting on his haunches, inching away from Abel. Abel looked around the coop as the faces huddled close to the wire, boys and men alike, stamping their feet and making so much noise that the coop vibrated. The brown hen was clucking and flapping her wings in terror. With every vibration, the dead rooster’s body jumped, and Abel wished they could swap places, that he could be a shell of himself rotting in the corner, not holding the life of a man he hated in his hands.

“Abe, you have to.” A voice behind him, just beyond the fence: Freddie, having made his way to the part of the fence nearest to Abel. Freddie looked at him unblinking, a disquieting calm in the chaos.

Absolution, Abel realized, could come in all forms. Brother Luke had taught the boys at school that absolution came only from god. But where was god when Akiro broke him from the inside, where was god when Brother Luke sold little boys to save his own skin, where was god now when his options were to murder or await a fate worse than death? Freddie, fourteen-year-old skinny Freddie, who had lived so many lives before his time, was giving Abel a way forward. He would do it for Freddie. After all, Brother Luke had taken from Freddie too.

Abel stood up, his knees and shoulders bent to prevent his head from hitting the top of the coop. He watched his shadow pick up the rebar, sway, press all its strength into his arms. His shadow held the rebar aloft, then slammed it into Brother Luke’s teeth.

*

“Someone vomited.” Abel’s vision was hazy, his nose assaulted with the smell of bitter bile.

“Sit up, I can’t lift you.” Freddie’s voice broke through the haze. Abel felt a shoulder against his back, a person forcing him into a seated position. Abel tried to straighten himself and immediately heaved, a wave of vomit threatening to expel itself through his mouth. Right, so the vomit was coming from him.

“Abe! You have to sit up or you’ll choke.”

“What happened?” Abel’s head felt like someone had stuffed it with cotton.

“Lean on the wall,” Freddie instructed, shoving Abel’s left shoulder into the side of what he realized was the outside of their sleeping quarters. It must’ve been midafternoon, based on the crooked sun and the way his shadow curled at an angle. “You drank too much of that stuff all at once.”

Flashes of the morning came back to Abel. The cracking sound the rebar made against Brother Luke’s teeth, one of those teeth flying at him and embedding itself into his arm. The cheer that went up through the camp when Brother Luke, face full of blood, had rolled onto his stomach and tried to drag himself away. Abel instinctively looked at his arm. Brother Luke’s tooth was no longer embedded in his flesh, but in its place, a bloody indentation and the beginnings of a ball of pus in the infected wound. The second crunch when Abel slammed the now-bloodied rebar into Brother Luke’s retreating back, and how the man had lain there twitching afterward, Abel not knowing if he was dead or alive, the smell of rust everywhere, the chickens screeching, the air pungent with sweat and death. Limping toward Master Akiro and grabbing the flask, then drinking and drinking and drinking, the burning sensation down his throat and into his empty stomach, the spinning in his head, the sun finding him no matter where he tried to shelter his head, and finally release and darkness.

Abel slid back to press his shoulders up against the wall. The stone was painfully warm from the sun, but the toddy continued to have its effect; Abel barely felt the scald on his skin. Something poked him in the back, burning hot, as he tried clumsily to shift his weight. Looking down, he saw it was the piece of rebar; the end of it had become a deep rust color, dried blood. The middle of the bar was bent where it had struck Brother Luke.

“Is he—?”

“They took Brother Luke away to the field.” The field. The killing field where the Japanese piled the bodies of dead boys one on top of the other in deep holes, then filled the holes with soil once they were full of carcasses, rotting in the sun.

“Thank you,” Freddie said so softly that Abel could barely hear him above the cotton in his head.

“For what?” Abel asked.

Freddie pulled the rebar away so it wasn’t poking Abel in the back anymore, yelled as the hot metal touched his fingertips. Freddie threw the rebar toward the trees. Abel heard the swish of leaves and a thud as it fell into some bushes, out of sight.

“Just thank you,” said Freddie, looking him in the face for the first time since Abel had woken up, his blue eyes clear as the sky. “Now let’s try to get you to stand up.”

*

After one kills a man, one’s days and nights start blending together. Each new day was punctuated with long periods of time when Abel’s mind would replay the crack the rebar made when it hit Brother Luke’s teeth. The indent on his arm where Brother Luke’s tooth had struck him had begun to weep in earnest, oozing pus and blood down his arm. And every time it began to heal and scab over, Abel would pick at the wound. There would be no healing for killers, no healing for him.

And yet the days resumed at the camp. During the day, he did the same backbreaking work as always. The railway tracks were almost complete—neat, even






























Chapter Eighteen

Jujube

Bintang, Kuala Lumpur

August 25, 1945

Japanese-occupied Malaya

It felt familiar—in the days after Jasmin ran away, neighbors and friends had gathered around, performing the same vigil at the Alcantara house that they had done when Abel disappeared. All the neighborhood aunties, Mrs. Carvalho, Mrs. Chua, Mrs. Lingam, Aunty Mui, even the rich Aunty Faridah whom her mother couldn’t stand, cooked pots of food and made sympathetic clucking noises, she will be found soon, they said, she’s a brave little girl and she will come home, they exhorted. The neighborhood uncles organized searches, cursed the Japanese, swore to find Jasmin. But this buzz of activity lasted only a few days. After that, people just went about their lives as if nothing of significance had happened. Adults stood in line for food rations, swapped recipes—incorporating boiled tapioca, sweet potato, even paper into their rice rations—to make food last longer. Children played games, avoided the angry stares of the Kenpeitai soldiers. Neighbors leaned over the fence and reverted to simple gossip—that the Sequiera boy and Tan girl had been making eyes at each other, that no one could tell if the Menon woman was pregnant again or just hadn’t lost the weight from the previous birth, that the soldiers seemed fewer in number these days, perhaps the Americans really had won.

When Abel had been taken, their fear and pity had lasted longer. Perhaps it was earlier in the Occupation and people had not yet been cauterized to accept pain as part of existence. Or perhaps, Jujube thought, there was recognition that the first time something like this happened would be the hardest, but subsequent tragedies were supposed to get easier—like a scabbed-over wound that split open—you were already supposed to know how to feel; you did not need the salve of extended sympathy.

In fact, some of the neighbors became crueler in their whispering. Jujube overheard Mrs. Chua whisper spitefully, “Something had to be wrong in the Alcantara home if the littlest girl had to run away!” The other aunties shushed her when Jujube walked by, but she could feel their stares eating into her back. Maybe they were right, Jujube thought, chest swollen with guilt. After all, it was she who had driven her sister away.

At home, the walls seemed to seep pain and tension. And it was unbearably quiet. Their household cacophony used to have its own melody: her father, loud but with words jumbling together always too fast to be understood on the first try; her mother, voice surprisingly melodic but dangerously low when she was about to lose it; Abel, uneven because it was sometimes low and sometimes high, cracking with puberty; Jasmin, reedy and nasally, as though she were pushing her entire voice out through her left nostril.

In the before times, Jujube had a school friend, Florence, whose house was always eerily quiet. After Florence’s mother had died, her own mother had urged Jujube to visit and keep her company. But Jujube hated those visits because, during the day, Florence’s house was completely silent except for the sudden bumps that occurred when Florence’s father stumbled after drinking too much, his foot or arm clattering against a wall or a table. Jujube often wondered why they didn’t play music or fill the silence with some sort of sound, but she had been too afraid to ask. Now her own house was silent in this way; the only sound puncturing the stillness was the shuffling of feet as someone walked on the creaky wooden floors. She understood Florence and Florence’s father now. Grief sucked everything with it, left holes in the body that nothing, not even music, could fill.

It was even worse at the teahouse. After a week, she went back to work, just in time—her manager, Doraisamy, had already posted tea girl wanted signs on the door. She snatched one of the handwritten flyers, marched in, and handed the paper to Doraisamy, who shrugged without shame. He gestured helplessly at the kitchen, stacks of unwashed teacups and teapots balancing precariously on every available bit of space, the insides of the cups and pots swirling with stagnant brown water and clumps of tea leaves. Jujube shuddered to think about the hygiene of the teapots and cups he had been serving customers in her absence. She picked up a cloth rag and ran it under the water before she started scrubbing the cups. And just like that, Jujube resumed the mundanity of her life, even as the Jasmin-sized pit in her chest threatened to choke her alive.

*

The teahouse felt different. Rumors continued to fly: Emperor Hirohito was close to signing a surrender; the Japanese had run out of munitions and were ready to give up. Jujube began hearing more rumors about Chinese freedom fighters living on the edge of the forests conducting guerrilla strikes, attacking squads of Japanese soldiers under the cover of night, then disappearing back to the dark, damp forests in the daytime. Or at least she called them freedom fighters. Her father called them heroes and patriots. The British wireless dispatches called them Communists. Mr. Takahashi called them rebels, which was one of several things she had begun to hold against him. Still, Jujube couldn’t trust herself to believe any of it was true. It was too much to hope for anything these days, and besides, things would never be the same. Even if the Japanese left, half her family was gone. What would a postwar life be without Jasmin and Abel? Would their family continue to exist in the horrific silence of their present, creaking around like tired apparitions in their own home, weighed down by the footfalls of their sadness? There was no more normal for Jujube. She did not know how to go home.

The soldiers had started coming to the teahouse alone, not in groups. They stared into space. Some buried their face in their hands. Their muddy green-brown uniforms hung off bonier shoulders and pronounced clavicles. Only their faces seemed to bloat, their breath smelling alcohol-bitter, the air stale with the rot of halitosis. In several of the soldiers, this moroseness manifested as quietness, which Jujube was grateful for. They would sit in the corner, sneak drops from a flask into their teacup, and sip with their faces bunched together. But in others, morose meant mean. Where before the occasional rowdy soldier would pull her in by the waist and breathe heavily down her neck, they mostly ignored her. But these days they watched her with greedy eyes, and when they pulled at her to ask for refills, they dug their fingers into her back, sometimes rolling those fingers up and down, pressing into the side of her breast and the indent in her waist, as though reminding her of all the things they could do if only they felt like unleashing themselves. And what is to hold us back now, they seemed to say; we do not have anything left to lose. When the first of these gropes had happened, she had looked for Doraisamy, eyes wide, silently begging for help. But he had looked away. She was on her own.

Before, she would have had Mr. Takahashi as a shield. But his presence at the shop had become inconsistent. He came at all hours of the day, sometimes multiple times a day, sometimes not at all for many days. The food coupons he used to bring for her became scarcer. He told her that his school had been shut down, that he no longer had a recess routine. When she asked him what he would do now that his people seemed to be in retreat, he would not meet her eyes, avoided the question. This irritated her. Did he presume to think she would care if he left and went back to Japan? That she would mourn him like a silly child? She was not a child; she did not need his bumbling attempts to take care of her. After all, he was one of them, cruel men who delighted in the suffering of her family. Sometimes the force of her bitterness shocked her.

And when he was around, he spoke incessantly of Ichika. Jujube regretted giving him permission to speak about his daughter, because now he would not shut up about her. The words fell from his mouth like sawdust from a hole at the bottom of a gunnysack, rushed, urgent, as though he had been waiting a long time to tell her.

The worst day was the day when he received a letter from Ichika.

“Finally,” he said, pressing the envelope to his chest, his joy stinging Jujube like rays of sun that were too glaring for her eyes.

She knew he deserved this happiness—it had been months since he’d heard from Ichika, aside from the telegram informing him that she was alive. Ichika’s letter was postmarked before the bomb, but it had taken over six weeks to arrive. Mr. Takahashi insisted on reading it aloud to Jujube, translating the Japanese in his halting English. She wished she had the courage to hit him across the mouth, smash his face into the table, silence him. Instead, she creased her face into a thin smile and motioned for him to proceed.

“She tells me that even though she has not yet received her nurse credential, she is volunteering at the hospital! There are many casualties, and she is helping!” His face was slick with sweaty joy, his eyes shining at the prospect of Ichika’s future. Jujube had never seen such pride on her own parents’ faces. Was it because they as children had not done anything worthy of such pride? Those opportunities had been snatched from them. Or did some parents love more than others? She did not know, but the shimmer in his voice made her insides clench. Ichika had sent a photo of herself standing in what Jujube assumed was a hospital ward—beds, people, doctors, and nurses in conical hats milling around her. Ichika wore her own clothes: those pants again, baggy but cinched at the waist, and a loose shirt with buttons, a man’s shirt.

To slow the furious clenching in her stomach, Jujube tried to find fault with Ichika. Ichika definitely looked older in this photo than in the one that Mr. Takahashi had shown her before, Jujube thought smugly. Tireder. Perhaps she was fleshy in the wrong places, and that’s why she wore the loose clothes, to hide herself. But even as Jujube tried to invent as many flaws as she could, she saw the brightness in Ichika’s face, the crinkle in the corners of Ichika’s eyes—this woman looked smart, lively, happy. Perfect Ichika, with her giving nature, her useful skills, her comfortable clothes, her ambition. Jujube wanted to strangle her.

After he had finished dissecting Ichika’s letter and photo, Jujube waited for Mr. Takahashi to ask her how she was. She did not know how she would answer—there were not enough words to describe the depths of her pain, the gnawing she felt constantly in her chest, as though a rat were chewing away at her insides, reminding her that she, like her family, was not whole anymore.

She decided she would be aloof, answer with quiet confidence, “I am always fine.” She looked forward to the crease of concern on his forehead, the one that appeared when he knew she wasn’t telling him everything there was to tell. Then maybe she would offer a tidbit or two about what was going on at home, the mania of her mother, the illness of her father, the deep sadness that pressed on everything around her—just enough for sympathy but not so much as to invoke his pity. She would not have Mr. Takahashi pity her.

She waited as he folded Ichika’s letter. Then he carefully slipped the letter and photo back into the envelope, smoothing it down against the table, his fingers as lined as his face. He ran the same hand through his hair, nervousness, she assumed, gearing himself up for the difficult conversation he was about to have with her. Anytime now she would be able to deliver her line.

Then Mr. Takahashi picked up his cup, finished his tea, nodded at her, smiled briskly, and without a word, left the teahouse.





Acknowledgments

To my family, without whom I am nothing. My late mother, Diane, who squinted to read early passages of this novel I would furtively post on Instagram and shamefully delete an hour later, and who showed me that life is only worth living if lived meaningfully. My father, Lawrence, who taught me to read and love books and who was instrumental in fact-checking this novel. My aunty Bernie, who taught me how to be funny and who has been proud of me even before I could walk on my own. My uncle Henry, who mailed me the book of early Malaysian photographs when he heard I was writing a historical novel. My grandpa, who drove me to and from English literature classes and who always believed. My grandma, who told the stories, and wrote the stories that inspired this novel.

To my agents, Stephanie Delman and Michelle Brower, whose shining eyes when talking about this book will always inspire me and who are the most formidable advocates. To the whole Trellis team, including Allison Malecha, who sold this book around the world. To Nat Edwards and Khalid McCalla.

To my editor, Marysue Rucci, for loving the imperfections of both my characters and my book, and for making both infinitely better and also, quite frankly, for changing my life by choosing my book. To Andy Tang, for your help with this book but also for your friendship, texts, and laughter. I am lucky to have met you.

To the teams at Marysue Rucci Books, Scribner, Simon Element, and Simon & Schuster, including Clare Maurer, Jessica Preeg, Elizabeth Breeden, Ingrid Carabulea, and Jason Chappell. To the audio team. To Michael Taeckens. To the many others who make a book a reality. 

To the current and former teams at Hodder & Stoughton in the UK, including Phoebe Morgan, Lily Cooper, Maria Garbutt-Lucero, Alana Gaglio, Alice Morley, Charlea Charlton, and countless others.

To Samantha Tan, who has brought the audio version of this book to life, keeping all the Malaysian nuances intact. 

To Fadilah Karim, Vi-An Nguyen, and TAKSU Gallery for the remarkable cover art. To Jon Gray for the stunning UK cover.

To the international teams across the world and the translators who are bringing this book to life in so many languages—I am always indebted to you. 

To Gina Chung, who is always ready to scream, who woke me up in the middle of the night because she could not wait till morning to tell me how much she loved this book. To Katie Devine, for countless pep talks, vent sessions, for reading early and often, for understanding how to write about and through grief. To Jemimah Wei and Grace Liew, my SEA soul sisters, who remind me to write about our home with pride.

To the New School, where I met some of my earliest writing friends—Kate Tooley, Lauren Browne, Vic Dillman, John Kazanjian, who wrote and created with me during the strangest and bleakest of times.

To Mira Jacob, who taught me how to write, but also how to become a writer and how to live in this world with words, thank you for your mentorship and friendship. To Marie-Helene Bertino, who helped me start this book, then urged me to always protect it. To Alexandra Kleeman, who read the earliest, roughest of chapters and still found lovely things to say.

To the Sewanee Writers Workshop and the wonderful friends I met—Marcela Fuentes, Jamila Minnicks, Kirstin Chen, Jon Hickey, Angeline Stevens, Mary South, Nancy Nguyen, David Villaverde, Alysia Sawchin, and so many others. To the Tin House Summer Workshop, especially the Nicole Dennis-Benn workshop, whose participants read the first chapter of this novel. To Alexander Chee, who was the tough voice I needed to let go of my novel.

To Seyron Foo, Vaughn Villaverde, Charmaine Wong, Kena Peay, Stephen Downey, Rosalyn Lau, Sonny Nguyen, Jerome Sicat, Diana Halog, Carlo Delacruz, Chris Juan, Jamil Walker, Elisabeth Diana, Alan Williams—thank you for being friends with me in California as I figured out who I was supposed to be. To Yves Gleichman, for deciding all those years ago, even before I knew, that I would be a writer and for your friendship and encouragement as I learned to be one. To Aram Mrjoian, for the puns and for our time at TriQuarterly. To Alan Karras, Kevin Kwan, K-Ming Chang, Jenny Tinghui Zhang, Jami Nakamura Lin, Jessamine Chan, Dawnie Walton, Jessica George, Rowan Hisayo-Buchanan, Tracy Chevalier, Nguyê˜n Phan Quê´ Mai, Daphne Palasi Andreades, Qian Julie Wang, Michelle Young—thank you for the various ways you have contributed to the creation of this book.

To Malaysia—for being the idiosyncratic place of my birth, for always being a literary inspiration.



OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Storm We Made



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Dear kind reader



			Contents



			Historical Timeline



			Map



			Chapter One



			Chapter Two



			Chapter Three



			Chapter Four



			Chapter Five



			Chapter Six



			Chapter Seven



			Chapter Eight



			Chapter Nine



			Chapter Ten



			Chapter Eleven



			Chapter Twelve



			Chapter Thirteen



			Chapter Fourteen



			Chapter Fifteen



			Chapter Sixteen



			Chapter Seventeen



			Chapter Eighteen



			Chapter Nineteen



			Chapter Twenty



			Chapter Twenty-One



			Chapter Twenty-Two



			Chapter Twenty-Three



			Chapter Twenty-Four



			Chapter Twenty-Five



			Acknowledgments



			Stay in touch...



			BookDrop











  



OPF/cover.jpg
VANESSA CHAR

Jessamine Chan





OPF/twitter.gif





