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Singapore, January 2019

Prologue: The Q.E.

A flash of lightning strobes across the clerestory of the Singapore Centre of Photography. The flare in the cloistered gallery reveals a portrait of a woman. She is decked out in ceremonial robes, embroidered with peonies and phoenixes; her feet, encased in beaded slippers, rest on a pouf. Her hands lie on the arms of a Chinese straight-backed chair, each finger distinctly displayed. There are no shadows on her face. Her visage is grim and stern, no semblance of a smile, as befitting an ancestor portrait. Ear-splitting thunder follows, as if the sky is being rent asunder.

A shadow dances above the portrait’s wall label. Visible and then not: a man hovering before the panel lens of a large-format camera from olden days.

A thin ray of light—faint illumination from the emergency lights—stretches between the shadow and the ancestor portrait. Within the portrait, a visual effect takes hold: a separation of the membranes of oil from glass, a sliver of space, in which a bead of light sequesters and begins to glow. Gaining strength, it becomes a yolk of light, gorgeous. A sulphuric, astringent smell pervades. The emergency lights flicker, then wink out.


Wang Tian Wei, Singapore, April 1920

Through a Foreign Glass

Tian Wei starts his mornings with a breakfast of fried you tiao and a bowl of sweet velvety bean curd. He buys it from the taufufah seller, who balances on his head the tray filled with bowls covered with zinc lids. The taufufah seller’s cries blend in with the pork porridge vendor, the char kway teow tink-tonk man, and all the other itinerant peddlers hawking all manner of breakfasts in the morning with banging metal rods or bicycle bells or hammers and tinplates. After breakfast, Tian Wei folds back the pintu-pagar shutters to let in light through the windows, and tropical heat invades. Lifting his face up to the sun to soak light into his being is almost a ritual. These fingers of heat remind him how much he depends on light to make his living, and how lucky he is to be alive. He stops still, listening to the sounds of his assistants bustling about, opening for business. These are the sounds that fill him with quiet joy. Like other Chinese photographers, he doesn’t permit his assistants to touch his camera. He dusts and cleans and operates the cumbersome camera by himself. He glances at the clock: 7:15 a.m. The most propitious hours for photograph-taking in the morning are between 7:30 and 10:30 a.m.

Eight-year-old Kee Mun tugs on his sleeve near the elbow. “Xifu, you have an early morning booking. It’s Mr. Teo Eng Hock’s wife and two nieces, coming for a group photograph.”

An important booking indeed—the wives and daughters of the elite or wealthy Peranakan Chinese tend to frequent Lee Brothers Studio up the road, but a houseboy from Mrs. Teo’s had run over yesterday to notify Tian Wei that they couldn’t accommodate them, and so he finds himself with a much-coveted booking. If he delivers to the ladies’ satisfaction, it might pave the way for more upmarket clientele. He has every reason to believe his business is on the up and up.

He instructs Kee Mun, “Please make sure to dust all the furniture. Yesterday there were three dead cockroaches in the sireh spittoon. We can’t have fine society ladies picking out cockroaches when they spit betelnut juice into the spittoon, can we? And bring out the footstools from the back room.”

Kee Mun nods, getting to her chores with vim and vigour, her two pigtails swinging. She is a good egg; although her twin brother Kee Lung is tasked with clearing out their nightsoil for collection, it is always Kee Mun who does it. She also ensures all the kerosene lamp wicks are trimmed, the morning grocery shopping is done—selecting the freshest fish or vegetables from the Telok Ayer market—and still finds time to write her calligraphy as Tian Wei instructed. This is what he admires: her fighting spirit. He wants her to learn her letters, even if she is a girl.

From the ground-floor storage, his darkroom assistant Peng Loon yells out, “Xifu, come see this! Something strange I found!”

He hopes there wasn’t a problem with mixing the chemical bath, which Peng Loon still struggles with. Or with the shipment of glass negatives. They sometimes come with cracked glass or flaking emulsion.

What Peng Loon shows him is indeed hardly believable. Holding a glass negative by its rough edges up to the light, he squints, making out the barely discernible image of a letter he himself had typed and sent to the Secretary of Chinese Affairs, Mr. D. Beatty, a few months ago. On the negative is also a scribble. Peng Loon can’t read English, but he recognises numbers. He is pointing to a number—in date format at the bottom: 5.1.2019.

“Xifu, this is strange. I think it’s a yat ji, from the future.” Peng Loon regularly has his future prospects read by a temple oracle that serves the Tua Pek Kong, the Earth Deity that protects and blesses businesses, and he is superstitious to a fault. When Peng Loon gets the shivers, he rubs his bulbous nose. “It’s written in white-man language. Is it an omen? Is it from a ghost?” He looks around, rubs his nose.

The scribble is barely legible on the dark glass negative. It also looks unnatural, as if written by a ghost-child unable to control their writing implement. Even as Tian Wei tells Peng Loon to develop the negative post-haste, his mind cycles through various possibilities. As with other big questions in life, he prefers to be the proverbial Cantonese grass on the wall, a fence-sitter, neither believing nor disbelieving the existence of ghosts. He simply has no truck with them—too ma fan bothersome. If the letters are by a human hand, he can’t imagine how any person could have gotten access to his negatives; all his employees, including himself, sleep on the ground floor on mengkuang mats and any noise would have awakened them. It is certainly not from D. Beatty, who had kindly asked his attaché to make an introduction for him to Mrs. Marjorie Brodie at the Poh Leung Kuk, to enquire about young girls sold into slavery or prostitution. He shudders at the thought that this might be what had befallen Aiko when she disappeared. Hopefully, Aiko-chan had escaped this fate, unlike Sansan who hadn’t. Whose death was on him. However, the more dire possibility now looms, that Aiko might already be dead, but her body hasn’t turned up yet. Some nights, he sleeps drenched in night sweat, mosquitoes buzzing ill omens near his head despite the net canopy. Please. Please be alive, his heart prays.

But how did his letter to D. Beatty end up on a dry plate glass negative?


Charlie, Singapore, January 2019

Melancholy Realism

The portraits in the main gallery look spectral in the dark, these long-dead people who remind me daily that I keep company with the departed more than the living. I swing my torch to the front and side, its beam straight and strong. The storm has caused the fuse box to trip again—it happens often in old colonial buildings with tired electricity circuits. As my archival assistant Mahmood says, the bank of the Singapore River is one of the oldest city sectors, dating back to colonial entrepôt days, when Singapore formed part of the Straits Settlements under British colonial rule. These are places presided over by historical ghosts.

Ping. One text, then another, slide in on my three-generations-old iPhone.


7 p.m. tonight at Apophenia. Be there or be square.




Seriously, can’t wait to see you.



My adopted brother Sebastian has been away for seven months in Shanghai, setting up his online art brokerage, The Artistique Village. His plane must have just landed at Changi. My heart gives a small, jagged leap. Seven months is the longest period that we’ve not seen each other since college.

Passing the portrait I have dubbed “Mother”, something flits past the corner of my eye. A cold draught along my skin; my entire being goes on high alert. I’d seen something in that split second; the image in the basin of my mind clarifies, coming into view. A man hovering before the panel lens of a large-format camera. I shake my head to clear it—this is what happens if you stay late, staring at portraits of dour-mouthed ancestors, researching mass purges and summary executions of Chinese citizens during the Japanese Occupation, you end up seeing things. It is but a short step from that into the void—what I call the Q.E. It stands for Quantum Entanglement, where not everything is perceived by the naked eye.

Shivering slightly despite myself, I stride through the main corridor and take the stairs down to my office, my smart brogues ringing against the Carrara marble floor.

The blue light from my computer casts an illuminated cone across my desk. Hadn’t I left the overhead lights on? I flick the switch on and off—it’s dual operated from both sides of the room, driving me nuts sometimes, because I never know which position is “on”. The fluorescent bars flicker on, then off, returning the large room I share with my two assistants to its bluish eerie pall. There is a metallic smell.

It’s then I see it: a scrim of sharp yellow light underneath the lid of the flatbed scanner sitting next to my mainframe. As if someone has pressed a button and it is xeroxing itself. My breath escapes in a hiss. I grab my handbag. Time to exit; no more trusting of electrical devices for the night, thank you.

*

Silver needles of rain lash down sideways as I sprint across the courtyard, the security guard in his hut waving at me and shouting, “Wait, miss! I can lend you an umbrella.” I shake my head, tell him about the lights. He gives me an OK sign, mouths that he will look into it. As I cross the road towards the National Gallery, across from the historic Padang, a crimson red Porsche roars up, making me skip up on to the pavement in a hurry. The driver leans over and pops open the door.

“Sebastian! I wasn’t expecting you.” Our dinner at Apophenia isn’t for another two hours and I thought I’d head home to change, to freshen up after a day spent combing the maze-like photography archives at the Centre. “You’re early!”

“Took the earlier afternoon flight.” He grins. “Can’t let my sister get soaked in the rain now, can I?”

To be clear, Sebastian and I are not biological siblings. We trade the brother–sister endearments between us in ironic jest.

“In that case, why didn’t you come five minutes sooner, brother?” I indicate my soggy hemline.

He reaches into the back and pulls out his raincoat. Spreads it over the bucket seat. Proffers a Good Morning Towel (which he happens to have) and gestures at my wet hair. “I came prepared for you.”

Oh yes, the wreck that is me, double entendre fully intended. “So kind.”

“Always.”

Me and sports cars don’t get along, because they involve all five-foot-seven-inches of me collapsing in ungainly fashion into a bucket seat, which I then must figure out how to un-collapse from.

Once inside the cramped compartment, Sebastian pulls me in for a tight hug. “Oh God, I haven’t seen you in ages and you’ve had a growth spurt, squirt.”

“Oh God, you’ve shrunk, you old fruity.” The gearbox is grinding into my chest, but Sebastian is still hugging me.

“Is this how you talk to your elders?” he mock-growls.

“It’s so good to have you home, Seb.”

“It’s good to be home.” He releases me finally, eyes sizing up all the changes he sees in me: approval and appreciation noted. “The short bob becomes you. But you need to acquaint yourself with a hairdryer more regularly.”

“Hello? I’m wet.”

His side profile showcases his deep dimples to good effect; he looks very much like Bruce Hung.

“You’re looking mighty dapper yourself,” I say. Sebastian is wearing a midnight-blue velvet suit and sharp white shirt. A little outré, but Sebastian can make a lizard suit look chic. “Ta for the invite to TAV’s vernissage. I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. Congratulations, though. From all indications, I hear it was a total success.”

Sebastian smiles proudly. “Let me humblebrag for a sec. The whole thing was a snap, and you missed the show of the season.”

By the time we get to Apophenia, a classy restaurant in South Beach Tower, full of glass chandeliers and dim lighting, leggy socialites and cigar-smoking bosses, Sebastian has regaled me with tales of the Chinese celebrities that showed up at his launch—Angelababy and Zhang Ziyi; the who’s who of the Asian art circuit who attended—M+ Museum’s major donor Uli Sigg and the chief curator of the previous Gwangju Biennale; what each VIP wore; whose flesh was pressed; who made snide comments about Takashi Murakami’s work; and who got caught shagging one of the tuxedoed servers in the broom closet of the dolled-up warehouse in M50 Art District where they’d held the launch.

Seated now at a banquette, Sebastian has already ordered a bottle of Dom Pérignon. Dinner is solely liquid. I stuff my mouth with free Japanese cracker nuts.

The highlight of his launch, Sebastian crows, was that internationally famous Chinese artist Zhou Zhen had commissioned a few of his photographic bricolages to be auctioned with TAV. Zhou Zhen’s artworks are brilliant. They look like traditional Chinese shanshui paintings, assembled not with brushwork but with thousands of collaged digital photographs of Shanghai’s urban sprawl—from electricity cablescapes to dumpsites—to simulate a “fabled” reality. A space where old and new, the fictional and the real, collide and defy inner logic.

“Zhou Zhen invited me to his studio on Xisuzhou Road,” Sebastian enthuses. “A lot of digital artists don’t go in so much for concept and all that highfalutin’ theory, but it doesn’t faze Zhou Zhen. He was quoting John Tagg back at me about melancholy realism! How many artists do you know who do that?” Sebastian runs a hand through his hair, making the forelock curl like a becoming comma. “I mean, his whole demeanour was intoxicating. For sure, he could use an image consultant—the French beret and velvet Mandarin jacket thing must go, so clichéd—but his words were pure gold. He was talking about how, in the past, people had to ferret out information from library catalogues, information stored on index cards housed in wooden cabinets. If you wanted to look up a newspaper article, you had to do the microfiche hunt, sticking everything up on a lightbox, turning knobs left and right to magnify print and words. Today, everything is digitised. Time and space collapsed by jabbing a few keyboard tiles. Instamatic history. Zhou Zhen’s works try to reflect the loss of physical effort. His laborious Chinese landscapes using instant images take months to finish.” He slaps one cheek. “What a dope I am, preaching to the converted. When it comes to digitisation, you’re the vinegary queen, aren’t you?”

“Hey, watch who you’re calling ‘vinegary’. I just need to be taken off the shelf and dusted now and then.”

Sebastian likes to tease me about being holed up in a museum basement, working like a mole. He has me pegged: the work of a photography archivist entails hour upon hour of sorting, staring at images, conducting condition reporting. Work not as glamorous as a curator’s, and far more solitary. But it allows me to skip social-climbing shindigs with the Sze-Tohs and art events full of fake smiles and hidden conversational traps.

I clock the speed with which Sebastian is talking. His constant wiping of his hands on his trousers. He’s probably popped a couple of mood enhancers on the plane. Sebastian’s therapist also prescribes Xanax for his anxiety and sleep problems. Something’s off, I can tell.

The online art brokerage is Sebastian’s brainchild, a business idea he has nursed since our Stanford days. Every customer fills out a questionnaire, and TAV’s high-tech Amazon-like algorithm recommends the best market price for an artwork within the client’s budget parameters, as well as other artists they might like but might not necessarily have heard of. Key-in a range of criteria—artist, medium, price, size, region, time period—and voila, an instant, tailored, well-researched list. Additionally, he offers a bespoke consultancy service for corporates, which sends him jetting around the world and staying at top-notch hotels on their dime.

“How is Adnan?” I ask.

Sebastian shrugs, “I wouldn’t know.”

Warning bells. “Did he not fly back from Shanghai with you?”

“No. He says he has a lot to do. Which is true.”

I wait to see if there is more to come. There is.

Sebastian sighs. “OK. I would have told you long before this if you had bothered to pick up the phone and call me in Shanghai. Getting hold of you is like trying to reach Vega.”

Emotionally unavailable, that’s me, and my heart knots with guilt. A thought intrudes: the other side of emotional unavailability is fear—fear of emotional overreach.

“Anyway, I think Adnan and I are on the outs.” His tone is casual, but the look in his eyes is not.

A frisson of something springs up inside me. Furtive, illicit. The sommelier swerves in between tables. Sebastian waves him over, orders another bottle of DP.

Sebastian is bisexual, and I’ve watched him cycle through a series of partners since I met him. His relationships with women have a usual shelf life of three months, the ones with men a little longer. Even so, Adnan has overstayed, nearing the six-month mark. I’d chalked it up to being friends long before that, and Adnan being Sebastian’s business partner for their online art atelier. I’ve seen how happy Sebastian has been during their time together. Adnan is mentioned in practically every fourth sentence. They buy socks for each other. Cloying snaps of them at various restaurants and vacations populate their separate Instagram accounts. Being in love spurs you to new heights in all areas of your life. Abominable cliché, but, in this case, true. TAV really took off. Untangling the romantic from the business and friendship braided segments of this relationship will not be a snap.

I open my mouth to ask him to elaborate; he changes the subject. I get it: too close, too soon. Sebastian and I are closer than brother and sister. It makes for ambiguous territory, and he draws invisible lines which I can’t cross.

“What about you?” he swerves. “How did your exhibition go?”

The launch of the first exhibition I’d been asked to curate in Singapore happened the same week as TAV’s vernissage—“(Re) fashioning Female Identity Towards Modernity in Colonial Singapore.” I even had a hand in the affected title. As a liminal Singaporean, more diasporic Chinese than local (Sebastian’s gentle taunt reverberating in my head—“Charlie, you’re about as local as fish and chips in Singapore; accept it already”), I was super lucky to have been invited to collaborate. It was a nod from the art establishment.

“Well received, I think. The Straits Times reviewed it, so did Art Radar and ArtAsiaPacific. Although, nowadays, I’m not sure being called ‘on trend’ or ‘au courant’ with #MeToo isn’t a diss.”

“It’s called recuperating neglected histories in the Age of the Anthropocene.” Sebastian smirks.

Eloquent eyeroll. “Of course, with the exhibition, I now have more work, not less. New research queries every day.”

And just like that, seven months evaporate, and we are soon neck-deep in art lingo, discussing the philosophy of hauntology, name-dropping Benedict Anderson and Hal Foster, throwing out bile-duct-triggering phrases like “imbricated epistemology” and “Age of the Anthropocene”.

During a short lull, he asks, “Attending the monthly horror show? It’s the full moon.”

The monthly dinner at the family mansion at 43A Goodman Road is one family obligation I am expected to fulfil as Cassandra’s stepchild.

I down my champagne. Talking about these ghastly dinners has me in knots. “You haven’t been to one in months. What do you care?”

“Whoa, whoa! Simmer down. Are the dinners as torturous as ever?”

“You have no idea.”

“Just skip them. What can she do to you? Call the police? Threaten to cut off your inheritance?”

The inheritance jibe is ironic, and Sebastian knows it. I shake my head. I can’t explain. But I’ve not said “no” often, and, when I do, I make sure my excuses are iron-clad.

To add insult to injury, Cassandra expects us to call her Yi-Ma, Cantonese for Aunt, which, oddly enough, alliterates as Second Mother.

“You’ve said no to Cassandra before?” I ask.

“Good point.” Sebastian nods.

The sole consolation of attending these dinners is Atalina, Cassandra’s Indonesian cook, who is a genius when it comes to Peranakan food, made in honour of Father’s heritage (Cassandra herself preferring the much blander Cantonese cuisine). I absolutely crave Atalina’s ayam buah keluak and babi pongteh—the best in the world, in my estimation. Without Sebastian, however, these dinners have been excruciating.

Sebastian is saying, “I’m coming this time. You won’t be alone.” He puts an arm around my shoulder. “I’m not afraid of a few fireworks. In art, friction is a good thing. Juxtaposing artworks in the echo chamber to create tension is a fine thing.”

“But, in family life, it leads to chaos.” I say it quietly and he doesn’t hear me.

“Besides, Cassandra isn’t all that garang,” he says, surprising me. What does he mean she’s not all that fierce? This thawing towards Cassandra feels out of character. But Sebastian has moved on and is talking now about his expansion plans for TAV.

When Sebastian talks, I don’t have to. His words fill up all the empty spaces within me, between us, around our desolate relationships, pushing out the melancholy realism. Sebastian and I are effectively orphans within a family that demands we know our place. This, though, is the predicament of orphans: we want to be loved so badly that we are afraid of our hunger. And so, we draw lines. Lines become fences. Fences provide an emotional husk of protection. Nobody comes in, nobody goes out.


Epistle From the Past

In the middle of the night, I take an Uber back to SCoP (Singaporeans love their acronyms, and I see it as a mark of belonging that I’m beginning to follow suit). The driver tries to engage me in small talk, takes one look at my sozzled eyes in the rear-view mirror, and zips it. The lights are back on as I make my way down the stairs to the basement office.

That look of devastation in Sebastian’s eyes when he mentioned Adnan has stayed with me. Sometimes, my closeness to Sebastian confuses me. Could things change between us? They never have. Shame suddenly coats me like grease. I can hear Cassandra intoning, It is sinful to be harbouring incestuous feelings for one’s adopted brother.

Are these feelings romantic inclinations, though? Or am I just very lonely?

The thing is, I hadn’t even known we were legal siblings, or that Sebastian existed, until we happened to cross paths at the Singaporeans-at-Stanford freshers’ welcome barbecue. On the green in front of the Hoover Institution, Seb and I picked up the same plastic name-card to pin to our respective lapels—C. S. Sze-Toh. “After you,” he graciously said, to which the only acceptable reply was, “No, after you.” We proceeded to avoid each other, two suspicious Singaporeans uncomfortable with too much intimacy too soon, but the coincidence of our names hung between us like a kaypoh’s question mark, until he thrust a chicken leg with dangling crisped-up skin in my face and said, “I think I might have seen you in a family photograph.”

Particularly surreal was when we got to our first names: his first name was Charles, which he never ever used, whereas I went by Charlie, hating the name Charlene.

“Chope,” I said.

He shrugged, “Heh, no need to chope—all yours. You can call me Sebastian.” And it turned out he knew my Chinese name—Soo Ann—because his mother had mentioned me in the past.

The conversation between us flowed so naturally, it was as if we had always known somewhere in our mutually exclusive DNA that we would become entangled. I told him I was thinking of pursuing a degree in art history. He told me I would have a hard time finding a job and supporting myself (little did he know about my provident fund). But then he gave a dry cackle; he himself was a senior majoring in computer science and economics, with a dream of setting up an online art platform. We went around for the next couple of years being generally inseparable; I sat an economics test for him once and promptly failed it, and he went to an internship placement interview on my behalf, with nobody any the wiser.

My screensaver lights up when I move my mouse. Odd—what’s this?


13 February 1920

Mr. D. Beatty

Secretary for Chinese Affairs, the Straits Settlements

Office of the Chinese Protectorate

Havelock Road, Singapore

SIR,–

It is in the most desperate and dire of situations that I’ve penned this appeal for your benevolent assistance in locating a young Japanese girl who is the adopted daughter of Baba merchant H.S. Tay. You may perhaps recall that I had the pleasure of making your acquaintance at the showing of The Great Gamble at The Alhambra, in the presence of Governor Sir Laurence Guillemard, where, during intermission, we had serendipitously engaged in the most enlivening and animated conversation about amateur photography.

May I be so bold as to presuppose that Mr. Sng Choon Yee from Penang, a friend of mine and your interpreter a few years ago, might have broached this matter with Your Excellency in the recent past few weeks? He has been most obliging in matters related to my search for Aiko-san. You may well wonder what my relationship with her is that I should trouble my conscience so. She comes once a month to my photography studio on Hill Street to have her likeness captured, and, over the years, I’ve developed a great fondness for her as a sister, all the more precious as I lost someone similar growing up in Shanghai. When Aiko failed to visit my studio for two months consecutively, I took the liberty of making discreet enquiries, and suspect that she has gone missing.

Rest assured that I have exhausted all available channels of investigation, but, sadly, have come to no fruitful result. It is because I am quite at the end of my tether that I dare enlist your help. I would welcome a meeting at your earliest convenience.

Obligingly,
Wang Tian Wei



What is this letter and what is it doing here? There’s a smell of rotten eggs in the air that I recognise: one that can only have wafted from the small, enclosed space of a darkroom—the sharpness of citric acid, the scent of sodium thiosulphate, also known as hypo-alum. I wrack my memory: was the letter accidentally pulled from the folder containing newspaper articles about Sook Ching, the purge of anti-Japanese elements in Singapore by the Japanese military during the Second World War? Had I left it open here?

I click on the folder. Immediately, an article pops up from my search last night about the execution of a Chinese photographer. A buried article in the Nanyang Siang Pau—no more than three paragraphs—reporting on his shooting by the Kempeitai using the genchi shobun method: disposal on the spot. The accused, Tang Si Nian, had apparently been singing the national anthem of the Republic of China, the “Three Principles of the People” (三民主义), right outside the Ee Hoe Hean Club, the night before. His name was on the wanted list, and he wore glasses, which made him immediately suspect. Specifically, he was said to have fomented violence, organised the boycott of Japanese goods, and fundraised for the Ee Hoe Hean Club in support of the China cause prior to the Occupation. This throwaway detail had caught my eye: upon hearing all these charges, the accused had laughed maniacally and hung his head low for execution. The killing had taken place right outside the Japanese photography studio of Junji Naruto on High Street at 11:11 a.m. on 13 March 1942.

Apophenia. The word jumps into my mind. The tendency to perceive connections or patterns between unrelated or random things.


Wang Tian Wei, April 1920

Message on a Glass Negative

The morning session with Madame Teo Eng Hock and her nieces has gone very well, and lunch is a simple tiffin of noodles with crispy-skinned pork siu yuk and wonton soup. Instead of his usual short kip after lunch, Tian Wei takes a cup of kopi to his darkroom and peruses the developed negative. What is this word, apophenia? He can’t pronounce it, let alone understand its meaning. He takes down the English–Chinese dictionary he keeps handy on the shelf above his retoucher Ah Seng’s roll-top desk. The word isn’t listed. He reads through every single entry for A. The section is so bloody long, it is hard not to get booby-trapped by other words. But apophenia is emphatically not there. Or perhaps it does not exist. Is it a name for someone? If it is, it sounds posh. English names do sound rather posh; Feng Yu on occasion has asked others to call him by his Christian name, “Philip”.

He might consult with Feng Yu regarding this strange English word. Later, they are having dinner together at the Weekly Entertainment Club, where the young blades and leading lights of the Peranakan Chinese community gather. Feng Yu is convinced that birds of a feather should flock together, as he puts it. To be considered that kind of bird, Tian Wei ought to socialise with the right set.

*

The Weekly Entertainment Club is a Chinese club, although it is mainly the Straits Chinese business elites that socialise here, rather than the wealthy new Chinese immigrants. Chock-a-block enough with stuffed shirts that even Europeans gather here on weekends. Rah, rah, Britannia, and all that. Feng Yu, as the son of a banking magnate, and with his charming, insouciant smile, fits into this social scene hand in glove. Fluent in both English and Chinese, Feng Yu has helped Tian Wei with speaking the white man’s language so that he can pass off as Straits Chinese if he wishes to. It is also Feng Yu who helps massage his letters in search of Aiko until all the rough edges disappear.

News reports about future food shortages due to the war notwithstanding, the tables in the dining room are half full even at this early hour. Waiters in starched jackets swan back and forth with trays of stengahs and gin pahits. A Chinese orchestra is playing. In the corner, seated at a round marble-topped table, a bespectacled young man half rises as he sees them. He wears a Zhongshan short jacket with four pockets, signalling his affiliation with progressive Chinese politics in the homeland.

Feng Yu greets him in a hail-fellow-well-met manner. “Tian Wei, meet my friend Tang Si Nian.” Handshakes all around. Something about his quick eyes and sharp chin puts Tian Wei on edge.

Over a dinner of eggs à la Milanese, grilled mutton chops, and curried fowl, Tian Wei learns the similarities between his and Tang Si Nian’s sojourns to Nanyang. They both hail from Shanghai, arriving in their late adolescence when the fall of the Qing government spurred a huge exodus of young lads to the Southern Ocean. To pay off their credit passage in those early years, they did many odd jobs—newspaper delivery boy, houseboy, cook, and finally as employees at renowned photographic studios. Si Nian trained with G. R. Lambert. Tian Wei himself had lucked out—on a newspaper round one day, he’d borrowed a camera from his employer and taken an iconic photo of a rickshaw puller, who was practically all leathery skin wrapped around bones (as the Cantonese proverb went), and The Straits Times had used it to illustrate and accompany an article on the rickshaw coolie as a “beast of burden”. The photograph had led to his employment with Junji Naruto on High Street. Naruto-san was especially impressed that Tian Wei had apprenticed with the famous Powkee Studio in Shanghai.

Tian Wei exclaims, fork stilled in his hand, “Naruto-san apprenticed with G. R. Lambert also!”

Si Nian looks surprised. He smiles broadly, but not before Tian Wei senses a hood coming down over his eyes. “Naruto-san has introduced me to a couple of his lady friends.”

Feng Yu chimes in, winking, “Si Nian is a photographer with an unusual hobby.”

Si Nian leans an elbow on the table. “I photograph karayuki-san. Not just for carte postales. Also half-nude. I pay them handsomely for it.” Sharp creases etch his cheeks as he smiles, and the slim moustache above his lip almost quivers.

Tian Wei weighs his next words carefully. “For private consumption, you mean?”

Feng Yu smirks. “Not quite so honourable, I’m afraid. An underbelly economy of illicit images, if you like. The Ghee Hin Kongsi are particularly enamoured with these photographs, isn’t that so, my dear Si Nian?”

Si Nian flicks hair out of his eyes. “Takes one to know one, chum.”

Feng Yu puts down his utensils, tucks his napkin more securely around his collar in readiness for dessert. “Be careful how you phrase that. I don’t mind looking at a few dirty pictures, but I certainly have nothing to do with triads.” Leaning back, he adjusts his pince-nez. “I introduced you because I thought you could be of help to each other. You see, how shall I put this? Tian Wei has been searching for a missing Japanese girl. Si Nian, with your contacts within the Ghee Hin, I thought perhaps you might be able to enquire if she has been—” he coughs delicately, fist rising to mouth—“if she has come to an unfortunate end.”

Blood rushes to Tian Wei’s head. “If she’s dead, her body should have turned up by now.” The waiter serves up bread-and-butter pudding, but he has lost his appetite. He glares at Feng Yu, who raises both hands as if to say he’ll shut up now.

“Is she from one of the brothels you’ve visited?” A knowing look on Si Nian’s face.

Tian Wei guesses what he is thinking. “She’s not! She’s Hudson Tay’s adopted daughter. It’s true her mother was a former karayuki-san, taken into Hudson Tay’s household as a mistress, an ernai. Aiko is a friend, more like a sister to me.”

Si Nian’s smile widens; again, it does not reach his eyes. “And what do you suppose has happened to her? An adopted daughter of such an elite Chinese businessman as Hudson Tay is unlikely to have been forced into slavery or prostitution, not unless her father had a hand in it.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Are you sure she hasn’t run away of her own accord?” Si Nian counters.

“Why would she do that? When she came to my studio in July, the last time I saw her, she looked happy and fulfilled; her sole complaint was having her freedom circumscribed. But that is the lot of society girls. She might be courageous, but she’s not a rebel. Nor is she foolhardy. How would a young female runaway survive on the streets?”

“True.” Si Nian steeples his fingers. “I see you have been much distressed by her disappearance.” His fingers interlace. “Do you suppose it has anything to do with the riots and protests in Chinatown last year?”

Tian Wei frowns. “What do you mean?”

Feng Yu sucks on his teeth, gesturing for the waiter. Their glasses are empty.

Si Nian leans over, voice dropping to a whisper. “Your girl is Japanese. Have you not been following events in our Motherland from last May? The students’ protests over the very unfair terms of the Treaty of Versailles? Did you not hear that the Kuomintang branches here have been pressuring Chinese businessmen to refuse dealings with the Japanese?”

Tian Wei looks sharply at Si Nian, his unease rising. “I fail to see your point.” Does the slick way in which Si Nian slipped in mention of the riots and the Kuomintang mean he knows more than he is letting on?

“All I am suggesting is that perhaps there is a connection.” Si Nian takes off his owlish frames, twirls them by the stem. “I could enquire for you with the Ghee Hin. They have eyes and ears everywhere. I’d do it discreetly, of course.”

The Ghee Hin! If being pressured by Feng Yu off and on to join the Kuomintang isn’t bad enough, Tian Wei is even more leery of getting involved with secret societies. However, not once during the months since Aiko disappeared has it ever crossed his mind that her father might have something to do with it. The thought that Hudson Tay might be complicit in not turning over every stone looking for Aiko makes him sick to his stomach.


Charlie, January 2019

Souvenir Postcard

The broadband goes blink; none of us can get internet access within SCoP for ten minutes. I hope the research notes I’ve spent all morning typing up didn’t melt away when the connection dropped. I haven’t yet had time to save them in SaneCloud, our digital repository. Ensconced as we are in the basement, we have no idea if another tropical rainstorm is underway. Without sunlight, we’ve become Minions: Mahmood’s glasses give off a Seventies vibe, and Yoo-lin has two pairs—one for distance, one for reading art historical treatises with tiny fonts.

We wait. We reboot the routers. We try again. A message pings from ISP Starhub. You are experiencing temporary service interruption. Yoo-lin gets the same message, swears in English, Mandarin and Hokkien. Si lang gui (dead fucking ghost) sounds both cute and horrendous in Hokkien. She and Mahmood take the opportunity to head off for their usual morning break of kopi and kaya toast. They wave and ask if I’d like a dabao coffee. I shake my head.

Not long after they leave, a door bangs somewhere, startling me, followed by that same metallic odour.

My screen flickers and comes back to life. I sigh in relief, but what shows up on it is not what I had been looking at just before it went dark.


23 March 1920

Mrs. Marjorie Brodie

Poh Leung Kuk

Lock Hospital

Kandang Kerbau, Singapore

MADAM,_

Upon my soul, I received your latest missive detailing your various diligent enquiries on my behalf with gratitude and a fair amount of wretchedness. I sat at the open upstairs window of my studio reading these notes you’ve enclosed from the Bishop at the Methodist Mission and Matron-in-Charge of the St. Andrew’s Mission for Women and Children, and their disappointing replies fill me with a sense of growing despair.

How is it possible that a young girl from a respectable Baba merchant family simply vanishes into thin air?

As more time passes (it has now been six months since Aiko would have come to my studio for a portrait), I fear that the trail of clues to her disappearance has run cold. I fear for Aiko’s well-being. Inasmuch as I trembled at the thought that she might have turned up at these missions, or indeed, at the Poh Leung Kuk, I would give anything to know she is still alive.

Dark thoughts indeed, but I confess I feel at ease in sharing them with you. When I came to the Poh Leung Kuk for the first time, you knew immediately that I had not come with nefarious intent, unlike perhaps the Chinese towkays or coolies you’ve encountered who come looking to make matrimonial matches or licentious arrangements. You allowed me to enter your confidence so readily that I truly sense a kindred spirit in you. Your zealous concern for the welfare of girls and women in need of protection has touched me deeply.

Alas, my requests to meet with Aiko’s father, Hudson Tay, have been rebuffed time and again. I’ve even presented myself at the front door of his mansion on Emerald Hill, lain in wait inside a rickshaw to catch him going in and out. He rides in a chauffeured Studebaker. Catching him is no easy feat. Only once have I succeeded in accosting him, and he warned me with a severe gleam in his eye that I should mind my own business. To be sure, I know that Aiko is merely his adopted daughter, she has many a time bemoaned his indifferent attitude and neglect, but I ask you, is this any way for a father to behave?

Aiko-chan is like a sister to me. She loves the pianoforte and Japanese teaware and hand-painted scrolls, and she’s taken to learning Malay properly with me by reading Chrita Dahulu Kala_famous Chinese folklore and legends, written in Baba Malay. From the first time she came to have her portrait taken for Lunar New Year a couple of years ago (I’ve enclosed a first photograph of her), she was impish, asking me many questions about how to operate my camera, how the box did what it did_capture the soul of a person on a glass plate. Over time, she also told me how her mother, a karayuki-san, was brought into the household of Hudson Tay as his mistress when Aiko was eight. Prior, she had grown up in the environs of Malay Street, where the Japanese brothels are. At six, she learned to slaughter a chicken. At seven, she helped cook meals for all the brothel workers. She made her own yukata. You would not for a moment think she had lowly origins if you were to see her as she was dressed in the photograph. Once again, I beseech you to employ whatever means are at your disposal to help me locate Aiko-chan.

I remain, humbly and gratefully,
Wang Tian Wei



An untinted photograph accompanies the letter. A young Asian girl in a high-necked Edwardian frock with blown sleeves and a bibbed front. Her hemline dips just below the knee. She wears a broad-brimmed hat. Her gaze is slightly off-centre; a worldly, wise smile tugs at the corner of her lips. In one hand, a bouquet; the other rests on a rustic fence of twigs and flowers. The painted backdrop behind her is a pastoral scene of the English countryside: open fields, hedgerows, a shaft of light, as in a Turner painting.

I reread the letter. I look closely at the photograph. Impishness. Yes, I see it. Also, her direct stare. Rather than the stiff poses common at the time, hers suggests that she’s come in from a country stroll, picked some flowers, and she’s now ready for a repast of scones and Swiss rolls. Gracious, refined—a young lady of the world. No hint whatsoever of the “lowly origins” this photographer Wang Tian Wei intimated.

My brain goes into overdrive: what is the meaning of these letters, landing as they have done in my archival folder? In whimsy, I’ve now dubbed the folder Q.E., to mean quantum entanglement, because it’s where past and present collide. But, really, where did the letters come from?

I head upstairs for a breather. The sky outside rolls with thick cumulus. It’s hot and humid, even underneath the shade of an angsana. With another storm brewing, the sunlight feels heavy. I’m suddenly aware of how hard and fast my heart is beating, blood rushing through my veins thick and full, as if I’ve not realised before how fully alive I am. Am I imagining things? Like the first letter for D. Beatty, the photo and this second letter appeared on my screen as if by ghostly summons. I’ve not had dealings like this before; I’ve had no encounters with the supernatural or occult. But then, the Southeast Asian region is replete—in fact, enamoured—with ghosts and spectres, tales of possession and spirit mediums, tangki and bomoh. So, why not? Who says it can’t happen?

But why me?

*

Mahmood rolls his ergonomic chair up to my desk, eyes narrowing as he scans both the letter and photograph open on my screen. He rubs a perceived smudge on the bottom of his glasses, shaking his head in response to my previous question. “Never seen it before, Kak.”

He calls me Older Sister in Malay as a form of respect for my authority. Out of the office, he uses Charlie. Occasionally, he’ll call me T.B.—which stands for Taukeh Besar, or Big Boss (not tuberculosis—Mahmood’s sense of humour, not mine). I practise my Malay with him, but the way I use it totally cracks him up. “Bosan means bored, Kak, not bossy.”

His eyebrows crook above his glasses now like umlauts. “Nice-looking anak dara.” His phone pings, and he rolls his chair away. “If it isn’t from our archives, maybe it’s from the Lim Shao Bin Collection?”

Smart guy. It could well be from the Lim Shao Bin Collection, situated within the National Library, since it and SCoP share the same digitisation vendors. The Lim Shao Bin Collection includes many cartes de visite and cartes postales, produced by early Singaporean photography studios as souvenir photographs, mailed to and from pre-war Singapore and Japan. An incredible repository of the social life and community of Japanese residents in Singapore before the Second World War. And Aiko is certainly a Japanese name.

However, letters aren’t usually appended to these photographs. He’s wrong there. The letter’s content isn’t what would normally be on a carte postale either. It makes for quite the mystery, and I intend to figure it out.


Artefact or Forgotten Object

The photograph that had arrived in my Q.E. folder with Wang Tian Wei’s letter is a replica of one from our archives. It took hours of sifting through the historical photographs in our digital repository to find her. It is mislabelled in our caption, which identifies her as Chinese.

Aiko.

My thoughts churn. My heart thumps in an uneven cadence. I gaze at the photograph, dated circa the 1920s, as accurate as our archival records can be at present. There are no further identifying marks on the verso of the photograph. No calling card, no stamped imprint of a Chinese studio.

This is the world I live in—a world of historical photographs—but what passes most people by is that the past too could have solidity. Barthes said that the photograph is a forgotten object, we are fixated by its content alone; we forget its physicality. When the past acquires physicality, it brings back what Sebastian said at Apophenia: the collapse of time with space, the return of the real. When history slides up next to us, as easy as the press of a button on a microfiche hunt, it becomes fantasy, an alternate dimension. It becomes sensorial, close enough to perceive: a spectre.

My search within our early photographers’ database has yielded no indication of a Wang Tian Wei. There is, however, a listing for a J. Naruto. I will have to look through the year-by-year Chinese Commercial Directory of Straits Settlements and the Anglo-Chinese Directory of Malaya to ensure I’ve not missed a listing for Wang Tian Wei. His studio might have been under a different name. There aren’t many photographic establishments on Hill Street. If we archivists had a complete register of commercial establishments in the area circa 1920, I’d be able to narrow down the possibilities, but we don’t. However, given its proximity to High Street, which during the colonial era had savoir faire, and where another prominent studio was located—Lee Brothers Studio—searching for Lee Brothers might help me locate the names of other businesses close by.

Mahmood is signing off for the day. He pushes his chair up to his desk and slings his satchel across his body. “See you tomorrow, Kak. You’ve been sibuk like anything all afternoon. Find what you were looking for?”

I reply without glancing up, “Yes and no, tell you tomorrow. Take your brolly.”

He nods. “Monsoon season. Don’t stay too late. A bit creepy in here by yourself.”

“I’m not afraid of ghosts.”

“Betul ya, hantu tu, takut Kak,” he teases in Malay. Right you are, the ghosts are afraid of you.

Ping. A text slides in. Sebastian.


Where tf are you? Why are you avoiding me? 我要跟你算账。



He wants to settle accounts with me. When Sebastian uses Mandarin with me, I know that he has worked himself into a lather. My adopted brother has a thing for histrionics—what he calls “putting on a performance”. I haven’t been avoiding him; I’ve been busy ferreting through the archives in search of Aiko’s photograph.


Seb: Has something happened?




Me: In my office. Working late as usual.
Mysterious letters popped up in my digitisation folder. I only ever keep the digital versions of our historical photographs in there. A prank?



(In fact, until I typed the word prank, I hadn’t thought any such thing. But it seems saner and more logical than to suppose a supernatural occurrence.)


Me: Who would bother tricking an archive, eh?




Seb: OMG, something exciting and totally incredible has finally happened in Charlene Sze-Toh’s life! Your art historian act is being shredded. All those years raving about Gethenians and tesseracts and quantum leaps. Fuck, Charlene Sze-Toh has been Awakened!



(OK, he’s not being histrionic. He’s upset about something and being bitchy.)


Me: Stop making fun of me.




Seb: Seems like a wormhole has opened up in your brain.




Me: Eff off.




Seb: Easy enough to test if it is real or fake. Write something back to sender.




Me: And how would I do that?




Seb: Use your imagination.



(He key-smashes a row of emojis, which leaves me baffled.)


Me: I’ll see you at dinner tomorrow night.



(He sends a GIF of a firing squad.)

*

I imagine a Chinese photographer in colonial Singapore. Most of them were Cantonese, gradually taking over the studio photography market from renowned European photographers like G. R. Lambert (who advertised themselves as photographers of the King of Siam and Sultan of Johore, as well as “the best reputed firm in the colony”). By the time of the Great War, few European studios remained. In colonial Malaya (which included Singapore as part of the Straits Settlements), the Straits Chinese or Peranakans were early Chinese traders dating back to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, intermarrying with local Malay women, and therefore prime candidates for key posts such as kapitans (the business intermediaries between the British and the locals) and the only group conversant in English, Chinese and Malay. Their sons were even sent to England for further education. The British differentiated between the Straits Chinese (who had the privileged status of being British subjects) and the sinkeh (新客)—the new Chinese immigrants, arriving later, between the eighteenth and early twentieth century—who were mainly cheap labour and could be repatriated at the drop of a hat. Here is my question: how did a Chinese photographer learn to write English so well he sounds like a Straits Chinese speaking the King’s English with a plum in his mouth?

Wang Tian Wei grew up in Shanghai. Likely he is Shanghainese. In his letters, he has signed his name using a transliteration from Mandarin; if he were Cantonese, it would have been Wong Tin Wai. That also makes him a sinkeh. And he indicates that he reads Malay. Does he belong to the small class of Chinese literati who immigrated to Nanyang from China following the fall of the Qing dynasty? Singapore, as a commercial entrepôt, was aswirl with ethnicities and languages at the turn of the twentieth century. Hill Street was also a prominent address, given its proximity to the Padang and the hub of colonial life. This tells me something about his class aspirations: ambitious, even cocky, if he dared to write to bigwigs like D. Beatty and claim acquaintance with Sir Laurence Guillemard. And did his affection for Aiko run deeper than fraternal love?

I open up a text box within a PDF. My fingers hover over the keyboard. As a lark, I start out in Mandarin, introducing my name, hoping to put the last five years I’ve spent devotedly studying it to good use now: 我名字叫司徒苏安 …

When I next look up, it’s past nine p.m. I save the letteras a PDF in the folder in which the first and second letter from Wang Tian Wei had appeared, together with the photograph of Aiko. Return to sender. Go back through the same cervical canal from which you came. As mysteriously as an electron. As unknowable as a tesseract. Or perhaps, since images are stored digitally as a compressed matrix of numbers, deposited in a folder within another folder uploaded on to what we euphemistically call the cloud; this is what the past is in four dimensions: an endless stream of numbers.


Wang Tian Wei, April 1920

Back to Sender

Tian Wei can’t sleep. He feels as if ants are crawling underneath his skin. The remnants of dinner dredges the pit of his stomach, as does the insinuation from Tang Si Nian about Aiko’s father. Like a serpent’s hiss, he hears the question in his inner ear: Has Aiko been kidnapped as retaliation against her father’s mercantile dealings with the Japanese? Is that why she has been missing these many months and scant action has been taken by her father?

There is also the matter of the letter on the dry plate negative. That word apophenia appearing at the bottom of his letter to D. Beatty, and now, no more than a week later, a letter winging its way to him from a hundred years in the future. Can he trust his own eyes? Giving up sleep altogether, he rises silently and walks upstairs to take the print of the mysterious letter to the roll-top desk. He sits on a wicker chair, planking his legs on top of an adjoining cane chair, and lights up a Woodbine. Taking long drags, he rereads it.


Dear Mr. Wang Tian Wei,

我名字叫司徒苏安 … My name is Sze-Toh Soo Ann. I received two of your letters in search of a young girl named Aiko. I haven’t gone cuckoo or anything like that, but thought I’d let you know that your letters were misdelivered not just to place, but also to time. It’s 2019 Singapore here, and I work in a museum, archiving old photographs.

Let’s be pen pals. In 2019, we don’t stand much on formalities, and we write letters averaging between eleven and twenty-five characters to each other on our phones. As short as “R u there?”

If you do happen to get this, I can only deem it serendipitous.

P.S. Please call me Charlie.

7.1.2019



A woman writing to him from 2019 Singapore! Who has received two of his letters, “misdelivered not just to place, but also to time”. Most irregular. If she is from the future, he is surprised that she is worried about the misdelivery of a missive concerning a girl, whom, to her, is long dead. There is no doubt that the letter to Marjorie Brodie is his. He typed it out on a black Remington borrowed from Feng Yu—its keys bone-white, its body jet-black—and the ribbon continuously smudged all the rounded curves of the letter a because of the stickiness of the button.

He can’t wrap his mind around it. How the devil did it happen? Is this a dream? Is she truly from the future? What sort of celestial intervention is this? What is more, she wishes to correspond. Like pen pals. Wo de tian ah. Is she proposing that their letters all be between eleven and twenty-five characters? Tian Wei lights up another Woodbine and smokes it to the stub.

Bits of conversation among the literati at Powkee Studio in Shanghai float up in his consciousness—it was how he learned about the invention of the camera—Niépce, Daguerre, William Henry Fox Talbot and so on—how it was reported that, when the camera was first brought to China, the Chinese had feared this foreign instrument, believing it to steal one’s soul upon capturing one’s image. The literati at Powkee had debated this—not whether the camera could steal one’s soul, but whether in fact the Chinese had feared the invention. The concept of capturing light and inverting its image was familiar to Han philosopher Mozi in the fourth century BC, and influential scholars like Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, whom Master Ouyang entertained at the Studio, had discussed how the Chinese could adapt foreign technologies easily to local practices, and perhaps even surpass their envisioned uses by instrumentalising them as catalysts for social reform. He had listened with wide-eyed wonder, only half understanding the words used by these intelligent men. It cloaked the camera in an aura of mystery that perhaps explains its perpetual appeal to him.

How odd that the occurrence of the letter has managed to displace his worry about Aiko, albeit for a short time. Perhaps the future has more supernatural possibility than he can fathom. Perhaps such a miraculous thing like a letter from the future, whether he chooses to believe it or not, is a lightning stroke in the dark, a glimpse of hope. There are many things we human beings cannot know. But, like a temple oracle, the
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