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        Love demands sacrifice. Her blood. Her body. Even her life.

      

        

      
        Singapore, 1927.

      

        

      
        Verity Edevane needs blood. 

      

        

      
        And not just anyone’s blood. She craves the sweet, salty rush from a young woman’s veins, the heady swirl of desire mixed with fealty—such a rarity in this foreign colony. It’s a lot to ask. But doesn’t she deserve the best?

      

        

      
        Gean Choo needs money. 

      

        

      
        Mrs. Edevane makes her an offer Gean Choo can’t refuse. But who is her strange, alluring new mistress? What is she? And what will Gean Choo sacrifice to earn her love?

      

        

      
        Po Lam needs absolution. 

      

        

      
        After decades of faithfully serving Mrs. Edevane, Po Lam can no longer excuse a life of bondage and murder. She needs a fresh start. A clean conscience. More than anything, she needs to save Gean Choo from a love that will destroy them all.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Wicked and the Willing is a standalone, F/F steamy historical gothic horror vampire novel with a love triangle, a choice of endings, and no cliff-hangers. This novel contains two mutually exclusive endings, although most of the story is not interactive. Due to the mature content and dark themes, it is intended for adult readers only. It contains potentially disturbing scenes including rape, torture, suicide, self-harm, an abusive romantic relationship between two women and adult characters who are survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Further content information is available from the author’s website: lianyutan.com.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For my wife

        and for everyone who’s ever been

        a stranger in their land of residence.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        红颜薄命

        Beautiful women suffer unhappy fates.

        Chinese idiom from a Yuan dynasty drama, 鸳鸯被.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        This standalone gothic horror vampire novel is set in Singapore in the late 1920s. At that time Singapore and parts of now-Malaysia were collectively known as the Straits Settlements, a British Crown colony.

      

      

      

      
        
        Due to the mature content and dark themes, this book is intended for adult readers only. It contains potentially disturbing content including graphic rape, racism, torture, suicide, self-harm, and adult characters who are survivors of childhood sexual abuse. Further content warnings are available from the author’s website: lianyutan.com.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book adopts the spelling and naming conventions of its setting.
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            MOVING OUT

          

          GEAN CHOO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saturday, 12 March 1927

      

      

      On the day when everything changed, Gean Choo sold the last of her mother’s belongings: a silver hairpin adorned with a butterfly. Warmth suffused the jewellery shop, lamps hovering over a wealth of riches in burnished gold and silver, trapped beneath glass. The clerk was a Eurasian man with wide dark brows and curly hair, skin a shade of bronze. He was leaning over a ledger on the counter, pen in hand, but straightened when he saw her.

      “Back again?” he asked in English.

      Ordinarily she would’ve smiled at him, dropping her voice to a soft and hesitant near-whisper, but not today. The woman on the pallet opposite her own had kept her up all night by coughing, bad enough it’d sounded like she’d been trying to hack up a piece of her lung.

      Gean Choo drew the hairpin from her head, ripping out a few hairs along with it. When she held it out upon her palms, the lace butterfly shivered its wings. “How much?”

      The clerk set out his scales and loupe. There was no one else in the shop, so he took his time with the assessment, making a small mark in his notebook.

      Gean Choo stared at the width of the butterfly’s thorax and the tiny bumps of its eyes. A woman wore her wealth on her person; it was her security against a future with no sons to nurture her, no family to serve as her bulwark and shield. In happier times, the pin had shone against her mother’s hair, silver against black, the slightest movement making the wings quiver as though about to take flight. It was charming, but nothing so glamorous as her mother’s pieces of gold and jade. Its humble nature had perhaps saved it from her father’s unending appetites. He’d probably forgotten all about it.

      “Three dollars, seventy-two cents,” the clerk said.

      “You must think I’m bodoh.”

      “It’s not even sterling.”

      “I’ll go to Little Chung’s,” she said, naming a shop down the road.

      “Be my guest.”

      Little Chung would speak kindly to her, call her “sister,” and offer condolences for her recent loss. She’d be lucky if she could bargain him up to three dollars.

      She didn’t have time for this. “Four-fifty,” she countered.

      He wasn’t having it. Perhaps she wore her desperation too openly, like a layer of dirt she couldn’t slough off. Perhaps it clung to her like the grease in her long plait or the grime around her collar.

      She left the store with three dollars and seventy-two cents tucked into the pocket sewn in her sleeve. Outside, the midday sun blazed down upon the asphalt. A Sikh traffic warden stood at the intersection, over-sized white mittens on his hands for visibility, rattan “wings” enlarging his profile. She followed a bare-chested hawker across the road, keeping close behind one of the large, covered baskets he balanced across his back.

      A few blocks away, she bought a new shirt and trousers, along with a pair of cloth shoes. When interviewing for this position, the woman on the phone had said she’d be some kind of lady’s companion. These plain clothes were unlikely to suffice for such a job, but they would have to do.

      She returned to her lodging house in the early afternoon. The narrow alleyway was dusty with red laterite, crowded with long poles hanging out of windows, sagging with laundry. Voices called out in a handful of languages over the clatter of steel pans and the sizzling of hot oil, the air pungent with raw sewerage and burnt grease.

      A man stopped her beneath the shadow of an awning, his face lightly splintered with wrinkles, graced with a gap-toothed grin, hair shaved close to his head to reveal the outline of his skull. In those last awful few weeks, she’d seen him enough to recognise him. He’d been one of those men hovering about her father, speaking to him in hushed tones, waiting for the old man to drop.

      “Teo’s little girl, isn’t it? My deepest condolences for your loss,” he said in Hokkien.

      Sim Lai Hock was being facetious. She was already nineteen, an age when most women were married with one child on the hip and another on the way. “Thank you. You’re too kind.”

      He shook his head. “I shed a tear when I heard about your father. But what a life, no? Drink all day, smoke all night. Not a bad way to end.”

      Somewhere distant came the thud of a mosque drum, summoning the faithful to prayer. A quick series of beats at first, leading into an extended rhythm like a pulse. It was already over an hour past midday.

      “I should go—”

      His hand shot out, grabbing her elbow and pulling her in close. He’d eaten. There was a sliver of green clinging to one tooth, the odour of something decaying on his breath. “Why the hurry?” His nails dug into her skin. “Did Papa tell you about his debts? His passion for cards? Did he tell you how much he owes me?”

      “How much?”

      “Nine hundred.”

      “You’re joking.”

      His eyes gleamed with avarice, like two black buttons. “You think this is funny? Think I want to wait all day for Teo’s little whore to show her face? Ha. Ha. Ha.” His spittle arced across her cheek like the first brush of monsoonal rain.

      “I don’t have that much.”

      He let her go at last. “Not yet. I heard you took a job. Tanjong Katong? House on the sea. Expensive lah.”

      She massaged her elbow with her other hand. She’d only accepted the job the day before and had told no one, save her lodging sisters. Clearly a mistake. “I can’t get that much. Not right away. I’ll have to pay by instalments—”

      “Big house, big opportunity. No money? All right. Lai Hock understands. You find another way. Maybe your mem has rings, diamonds, silverware…” He grinned, revealing a missing front tooth. “First edition books.”

      A rickshaw rattled past, then abruptly stopped, disgorging its passengers—two men in sarongs. Gean Choo lowered her voice to a hiss. “I can’t rob my employer! I’ll hang!”

      “Then don’t get caught. Maybe there’s an accident. Maybe the whole house goes up in a fire—oh, so sad,” he said, vowels dripping with false sorrow.

      Her teeth ached from clenching her jaw.

      Lai Hock reached out and took her left hand before she could protest. “You won’t scream, will you?” he asked as a smile curled on his face like a cat in a sunbeam. With his other hand, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a knife, unfolding it with a flick of his thumb. He turned her palm face up. There was something glacial about his eyes.

      She should’ve screamed. Should’ve hit him, should’ve run, should’ve done something.

      But she couldn’t move; she could scarcely even breathe. She did nothing, said nothing, thought nothing… for she was nothing.

      Lai Hock pressed the tip of the knife against her skin. It didn’t hurt, not at first. There was a sharp sting, no worse than a bee. He drew three lines to make a shape like an inverted “U,” two strokes inside and a final line to seal the box. The cuts were shallow, but they bled all the same, red beading up from her skin like a lotus emerging from a swamp, pooling in the hollow of her palm.

      “Here you go, little sister. A reminder. Can’t read? It says ‘four,’” he said. ‘Four,’ a near-homophone for ‘death.’ “I give you four weeks, then we talk again.”

      Four weeks was nothing. She wouldn’t rob anyone—not for him. Not for this.

      He wiped his blade clean against the shoulder of her tunic. “Why so sad? A pretty face has no trouble making money here.”

      Her cheeks flushed an angry red. She didn’t trust herself to speak, instead fishing out her handkerchief, using it to bind her palm, holding the edge in her teeth to pull the knot tight.

      By the time she glanced up, Lai Hock was gone.
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        * * *

      

      The inside of Gean Choo’s lodging house offered a hot, foetid darkness, redolent with mingled odours of urine, garlic, and belacan. The light from the outside fell in narrow slices through the bars of the door, turning her shadow into a looming monstrosity.

      She navigated the creaking steps to the upstairs floor, where the landlady’s daughter stopped her in the corridor. “Shopping?” Bee Leng asked in Hokkien, glancing down at the cloth bag hanging from Gean Choo’s shoulder, speaking around a mouthful of betel nut. “You can afford new things, but not rent?”

      They said Bee Leng’s mother had run off with a Malay, evidence of her mixed parentage in the shape of her eyes, the shade of her skin, which was darker than her mother’s warm beige. They said her father had left them before she’d been born.

      People said a lot of things.

      Gean Choo reached into her sleeve pocket and pulled out her few remaining coins, offering them with both palms out, her bandaged left hand below the right. “I can pay this much today. I’ll come back with the rest next month.”

      “Huh.” Bee Leng took the coins. “It’s not much.”

      Gean Choo tamped down her instinct to snap. She folded her anger into neat triangles and stashed it away in a forgotten pit, never to be recovered.

      The corridor was narrow, the walls serving as storage, leaning in on either side with stacked firewood, sleeping pallets, clothes, cooking utensils, and baskets, all crowding in upon the walkway. A cockroach scuttled from the base of one wall to the other, followed by its friend, both unafraid to be seen in the open. Gean Choo couldn’t reach the rest of her things until Bee Leng moved—which Bee Leng knew. Yet she stood there, jaw moving mechanically, betel nut glazing her teeth red.

      “Please,” Gean Choo said. “I’ll be late.”

      “Late for what?”

      The other women hadn’t told her, but they’d told Lai Hock. “I’m taking a job. Moving out.”

      “What job?”

      “The Edevane house.”

      Bee Leng continued to stare, her red mouth like a gash across her face. Then she laughed, a half-suppressed snort followed by a giggle. “Really? The cursed house, with the English widow who dances all night?”

      “That’s not—” Gean Choo gestured with her palm, the movement pulling at the wound where she’d been cut. “That’s ridiculous. It’s just a house.”

      “Simply Asiatic superstition,” Bee Leng said, momentarily switching to English, adopting the British accent of a colonialist. She giggled again.

      This was doing nothing for Gean Choo’s nerves, nor her temper. “I will pay your honourable mother within the month,” she said. How she would do that, exactly, was another matter, particularly with Lai Hock breathing down her neck. She’d manage. Somehow.

      Bee Leng finally flattened herself against the wall, allowing her to pass. “Ma says you’re two months overdue.”

      “I’ll repay her with interest.” Gean Choo entered the shared room where she kept her things. It was situated in the middle of the townhouse, lacking a window. Inside were two women engaged in hushed conversation on the floor, though neither looked up as Gean Choo went to her bed—a narrow wooden shelf affixed to the wall above another woman’s pallet. Bee Leng followed her in, leaning against the doorframe with her arms crossed.

      “Live-in job? Needs a fortnight’s notice.”

      “I’ll cover the extra two weeks.” Gean Choo pulled herself up onto her bunk, ducking to avoid banging her head against the hanging baskets used to keep foodstuff away from vermin. She put aside her new clothes and threw everything else she owned into the empty bag: some personal items and another set of clothing, just as threadbare and discoloured as the shirt she was wearing. She wrapped the one photograph she had of her parents, taken on their wedding day, in a handkerchief. Then she changed into her new clothes with no concern for modesty, the starched collar rough against her skin.

      “Address? So Ma can reach you when you miss the date. Again.”

      “It’s—” Gean Choo paused. It was somewhere in Tanjong Katong, along the east coast, a ways distant from the town centre. She went through her old shirt, reaching inside the pocket. Miss Skelford had given her a slip of paper with four digits and the Edevane name written upon it. “That’s their telephone number.” She handed it to Bee Leng, then picked up her bag. “Please, if your mother wants to get paid, I must go.”

      As she took her first step down the narrow staircase, Bee Leng called out, “Hey. How will you pay if some hantu takes you?”

      Just send the invoice to hell, was the first thought that came to mind, but she turned and smiled, eyes lowered in contrition. “If hantu are there, I’ll beg for mercy. ‘Let me pay up before I die,’ I’ll say. ‘I still owe Koh Bee Leng’s mother.’”

      Bee Leng laughed. “Please. You’d run away screaming.”

      And so would anyone else.
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        * * *

      

      The car wasn’t outside when she left the lodging house. Gean Choo loitered, bag dangling from her hands. Bee Leng had just been teasing. The girl had nothing better to do than to invent ghost stories.

      A steady stream of traffic flowed, kicking up clouds of dust. Most of the rickshaws had their hoods down against the heat of the sun, their curved carapaces like the shells of insects. Some of the rickshaw coolies ran bare-chested, ribs visible against their skin, straw hats pulled low over their faces.

      Her palm itched.

      An oxen cart rumbled past, wheels crunching over the dirt, and then a sleek black sedan pulled up by the wayside. The driver leaned across the console towards her. “Teo Gean Choo?” He was a wiry Malay man of some indeterminate age between forty and sixty, his face colonised by fine wrinkles and age spots. He was dressed in a cream jacket, its weave pure and new.

      “Yes.” She stood in a hurry, then repeated the word in Malay, blushing. Her knowledge of Malay was abysmal.

      The man got out of the car. He walked with a limp, favouring his left leg as he came around and took hold of her bag, stowing it in the footwell of the back seat. He wore no shoes, his feet appearing even more calloused than her own.

      The car’s cream leather seat sighed when Gean Choo slid onto it, with an exhalation of polish and something else, like the whiff of dollar bills. The driver got back into his side. Gean Choo hadn’t quite shut her door when he pulled away into traffic.

      “I’m Zaid.”

      She closed the door. “Thank you for coming.”

      As he drove, a noise rose around them, a roar like hundreds of voices raised, though she couldn’t quite make out the words. Above that came the beat of drums. They’d only passed two blocks when they hit a wall of traffic, vehicles crammed throughout the street. Rickshaws, motorcycles, and pedestrians broke away from the jam and circled back the other way.

      She leaned forwards, though it did little to help her make sense of all the chaos. Drivers yelled and honked their horns. Zaid slapped the steering wheel in frustration, muttering a curse under his breath. Seeing an opening, he began to turn, but then came a series of loud pops, like firecrackers setting off at New Year’s. Yells pierced the general hubbub as people ran and pedestrians crammed together in the crowded streets. A man slammed against the side of the car, making Gean Choo jump. Blood oozed from a cut on his forehead. He slapped a crimson palm against her door, leaning heavily against the car for a moment before the crowd pushed him on and he vanished into the thick of them.

      “Close the window,” Zaid snapped.

      “How?” She’d never been in a car with movable windows.

      Zaid leaned across her lap and tapped the small crank set into the door. She wound it, her face blushing hot. He managed to turn the car around, but it was still slow going amidst the press of traffic, made even more miserable by the confined stuffiness of the car. She kept the top inch of the window wound down for the chance of a breeze. Poor Zaid seemed just as uncomfortable as she was, sweat beading on his face.

      South Bridge Road was an impassable mess. A rickshaw puller darted out too close to the car, and her heart leapt into her throat. She pressed herself into her seat, her new clothes sticking to her skin. All that effort, only to appear rumpled when they finally reached their destination. Given half the chance, she’d rather have kept her mother’s pin. No point worrying about it now.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I could have walked.”

      Zaid clucked his tongue like a disapproving auntie. “It’s not good for young women to walk so far.”

      “Where is the house?”

      “Meyer Road.”

      She settled herself more comfortably in her seat. While the traffic jam was certainly unusual, there was no reason to think it was a sign, a message meant only for her. But Bee Leng’s warning wouldn’t stop ringing in her head, and despite the heat of the afternoon, she shivered.
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            AMBROSIA HALL

          

          GEAN CHOO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saturday, 12 March 1927

      

      

      The traffic cleared once they’d bypassed South Bridge Road. Zaid clung to the coastline, driving down a wide street framed by large, spreading Angsana trees, their leaves dappling the sunlight.

      It was less picturesque outside of town, a landscape of big industrial sheds and smoke billowing from tall chimneys. Boats crowded the Kalang River, with wooden, attap-roofed houses built over the water’s edge, resting on spindly stilts. A group of barefooted boys stared at them from outside one of the houses, some in tunics and pants, some only wearing sarongs, round eyes sparkling in their brown faces.

      The industrial buildings fell away as they drove farther east. Enormous palm trees soared high above the road, fronds waving. Traffic was lighter in this distant part of the settlement, rickshaws disappearing, the road now the domain of motorcars, pedestrians, and a single mosquito bus, this one a black Ford remodelled to seat seven, the bus conductor hanging off the back, his hair whipping across his face in the breeze. Off the coast, ships and boats crowded the harbour, masts rising from their decks like white bony fingers reaching up from the grave.

      The houses were scattered far apart as if they loathed company, freestanding bungalows both squat and sprawling. Zaid pulled near one, drawing close to a pair of looming wrought-iron gates. The sign over the gate read “Ambrosia Hall” in curly English letters.

      “No guards,” Gean Choo said. “Robbers? What then?”

      Zaid chuckled. “The mem isn’t afraid of robbers.” He paused outside the gates and got out of the car, using a cane this time. His left ankle was turned slightly out, the foot dragging with each step as he approached the gate and unlocked it with a key. The metal creaked as he pulled each side open, anchoring them to the ground before getting back inside the car.

      Gean Choo hesitated as they passed through the gates. “Should I close them?”

      “It’s all right.”

      On the other side, he limped out again and repeated the process in reverse, leaving the car to idle as he locked the gates. As the car rolled on, the estate greeted her with an impression of lush and serene symmetry. A broad driveway framed with stone columns and palm trees dancing overhead led down to the main house, which was two stories tall and all in white, with a red terracotta roof. Short pillars raised the ground floor to prevent flooding and the verandahs enclosing both floors had carved balustrades, decorated with geometric shapes and flowers.

      Mother had said they’d once lived in a house just as grand, though Gean Choo’s memories of that time were indistinct and unreliable. She’d had her own amah, hadn’t she? Some kind young woman, her voice soft and low.

      Zaid pulled into a garage at the side of the house.

      “Thank you,” Gean Choo said.

      He grunted. “Close your window.”

      She’d forgotten all about it and dutifully wound up the glass before getting out, taking her bag from the back. Her legs ached after being cooped up for so long.

      “Come, let’s find the boss,” Zaid said.

      She followed him. There were more buildings towards the back of the estate in the same style, one with the kitchen and presumably, the servants’ quarters, and a smaller one for storage or perhaps even sheltering a generator. A covered jetty led into the ocean, and there was another small structure built above the water, against which two sampans were moored. Flowering bushes filled the gardens, lining a crushed gravel path. Where the paths converged stood a fountain with a statue of a naked woman pouring water into the receptacle below. The crease at her waist seemed so lifelike, Gean Choo almost longed to run her fingers over it.

      They passed a stand of single-petalled lilies with deep black flowers. These she touched, brushing the smooth, velvet skin of their petals. The plant drew away from her hand, the flowers furling tight as buds. She continued to stare at them until Zaid snapped his fingers and she moved on.

      A pair of workmen stood perched on ladders, re-painting the white finish on the back of the house. Watching them was a man—no, a woman—perhaps in her thirties, standing beneath the shade of a broad tree, smoking a cigarette. She had the look of a hero from a Yue opera, broad-shouldered and flat-chested, though her hair was cropped short above the ears. Her skin was a paler shade of beige than Gean Choo’s, her nose broad, cheekbones high-set. She wore a loose, long-sleeved blue jacket and black pants.

      Gean Choo caught herself staring at the shape made by the woman’s full lips as she exhaled, breathing a cloud of smoke into the air. It wasn’t just the haircut or the ambiguous clothing. Something about her… maybe it was the way she stood, unapologetically taking up space as if she had a right to be here, with no fathers or uncles or brothers or husbands to tell her no. Gean Choo had never seen a woman look so self-possessed.

      As they approached, the stranger turned her attention away from the workmen, her gaze narrowing in on Gean Choo, pinning her like an insect to a board. Her eyelids were smooth from lash to brow. “You’re late,” she said in Malay, presumably for Zaid’s benefit.

      Gean Choo lowered her eyes in contrition, staring at her new shoes. “I’m very sorry.”

      “There was trouble in town. Bad traffic,” Zaid said.

      Gean Choo tossed him a look of gratitude.

      “Mm.” The woman jerked her head to one side, and off he went, heading towards the servants’ quarters. She switched to Hokkien. “I’m San Po Lam. You’ve met Zaid; he drives for Mrs. Edevane. I’ll introduce you to the rest of the staff and show you to your room.”

      “Thank you.” Her room. As in… she wouldn’t have to share? Gean Choo couldn’t let herself hope.

      As they started walking, Po Lam turned towards the main house and called out to one of the workmen, “Hey! This part between the windows needs another coat.”

      Balanced precariously on the spindly ladder, the man glanced across at his work. “It’s all right, it looks different only because the paint is still wet—”

      “No. Another coat.”

      The man grumbled under his breath, but he picked up the paint can and climbed down the ladder, dragging it back to the section Po Lam had indicated. Gean Choo followed her to the servants’ quarters. There was a covered walkway connecting it to the main house, tiled in matching terracotta. Above them, sleek dark cables ran along the inside of the walkway roof.

      “Does this house have electric?” Gean Choo asked.

      “Yes. The generator’s over there.” Po Lam pointed out the small, shed-like building with the hand holding the cigarette. “Drops out occasionally.”

      “Oh.” What did the tuan do to afford all this? Plantations, probably, or perhaps tin.

      Po Lam took her shoes off before entering the building and Gean Choo followed suit, pleased to do so since a blister was already forming on her right toe. They stepped into a kitchen filled with the warm, dense aroma of something earthy. Mushrooms? A woman stood with her back to them, whisking something in a bowl with a pair of chopsticks.

      “Auntie Seok Eng, this is Teo Gean Choo,” Po Lam said, raising her voice to be heard over the clatter of the whisking.

      “Eh?” Seok Eng partially turned from the bench top. She had a kind, round face, her forehead dripping with sweat, cheeks red from the sweltering heat of the kitchen. She was perhaps in her fifties, with a towel thrown over her shoulder. The once white towel, now with a yellowish tinge from constant use, was embroidered in red with the sentiment “Good morning,” in English, and presumably, in Chinese characters.

      “Oh! Welcome!” Seok Eng said in a tone that set Gean Choo on edge. It was too sympathetic by halves, as if Gean Choo had lost a bet instead of securing a prized job. “Makan in twenty minutes, all right?”

      “Thank you,” Po Lam said, and they continued. She led Gean Choo down a hallway, opening a door, its hinges creaking in protest. “This is your room. The bathroom’s down there if you need to wash before dinner. Don’t be late.”

      Gean Choo touched her hair. Perhaps she was less presentable than she’d imagined. “Of course. Thank you. I mean… I won’t be.”

      “What’s wrong with your hand?”

      The cut didn’t even hurt anymore. “It’s nothing. A scratch.”

      “Recent?”

      “This afternoon.”

      “Wait here.”

      Po Lam left her for a moment and then came back with a battered tea caddy, the words “Gold Leaf” still visible in faded letters. She handed it over. “Wash and redress the wound. If it’s still bleeding, wrap it again, properly this time. Use two rolls of bandages.”

      “It’s really just a scratch—”

      “Mrs. Edevane is sensitive to smells.” Po Lam clicked her tongue. “Particularly the smell of blood. If I’d known, you wouldn’t be here.”

      She was so close. She’d been assigned a room—a whole room!—and Po Lam had introduced her to the others. She couldn’t let this be her undoing. “Is it… is it because of her faith? I’m not menstruating—”

      “So you said.”

      They’d spoken about the embarrassing matter at some length when Po Lam had interviewed her over the phone, which was to say they’d exchanged more than half a dozen words on the subject. Po Lam had said that if her courses arrived, she’d have to leave the premises until they were over. It seemed an unlikely problem since she hadn’t bled for some months now, even though she was in no danger of being with child.

      “I’ll wrap my hand carefully,” she promised. “Thank you.”

      Po Lam left her to settle in. The air in the room was warm and stifling, so she opened the window to let in the breeze. Almost immediately, it began to rain, forcing her to shut the window in a hurry.

      The bathroom down the hall was almost as large as the room she’d shared with eight others at the lodging house. The door locked behind her with a satisfying click. Gean Choo leaned against the door and stared at the tiles. They were blue, white, and teal, with rhomboids arranged in a star-like pattern. The bold colours were almost hypnotic if she stared at them for too long. She glanced reflexively under the sink for rat droppings but found none, and even the basin was free of dust.

      The old tea caddy held rolls of bandages and a bottle of Mercurochrome, its label stained, blotches shading from bright to dark red. She unwrapped her hand, the handkerchief sticking to the wound. The cuts stared at her accusingly, and when she sluiced them, it turned the sink crimson.

      Four weeks.

      The Mercurochrome stung. The thin crust of antiseptic on the applicator stained her fingers, turning the dry skin around her nails red. It seemed a pity to waste bandages, but she didn’t dare disobey Po Lam and used two full rolls, wrapping until her hand was as puffy and white as a steamed bun.

      With her good hand, she washed her face and brushed her hair. A mirror would’ve been nice, but she shouldn’t be so vain. She re-tied her hair into its long, single plait and took the comb back to her room. Fifteen minutes had passed, maybe.

      The room was plain and clean, large enough to fit nine pallets on the floor without overlapping. There was a bed and a nightstand in pale wood, and a rattan chest the width of the bed. The room’s window faced the garden, overlooking the big tree, the grey line of the fence in the distance.

      Gean Choo flopped onto the bed and pressed her face into the pillow, inhaling the scent of soap. The rough-spun cotton was wonderfully clean beneath her fingertips, bleached to a crisp white, and there was even a soft muslin mosquito net, currently tied to one side. She stretched out her hands and feet, spreading herself wide like a starfish, luxuriating in the emptiness, the privacy. There was nothing adorning the walls, nothing crowded against the ceiling. The simplicity made the already large space look bigger. Outside, the rain pattered against the tiles, the ocean gurgled along the shore, and gulls called overhead. Much closer, a gecko chirped, almost bird-like in tone.

      She could get used to this.

      Scents of ginger and green onion wafted from the kitchen. She smoothed the front of her shirt, making sure none of the buttons had popped loose, then went back to the main part of the building. Others were already seated around a large, round table. In addition to Po Lam and Seok Eng, there were a pair of older Chinese men, so alike they must’ve been twins. Zaid wasn’t there, but perhaps he ate separately.

      Seok Eng nudged out a seat for her, still wearing the same kindly smile. She sat.

      Po Lam put down her chopsticks for a moment to introduce her to the other two men.

      Gean Choo smiled nervously. “Good evening.”

      Conversations happened around her in a mix of Hokkien, Hainanese, and Cantonese. Seok Eng had a niece who was getting married. The two houseboys in their fifties were indeed twins, so similar she couldn’t tell them apart at first glance. The eldest one had a wife nagging him to return to Hainan, but he already had a concubine and another son in town. He had to be doing well for himself if he could maintain two families.

      “Slow down,” the youngest brother muttered to her. “You’ll choke.”

      Gean Choo paused with chopsticks halfway raised to her lips. She set them down, swallowed, and smiled politely. “It’s because Auntie’s food is so delicious, I can’t help myself.”

      Seok Eng picked up a clump of noodles and fried tofu and dumped them into Gean Choo’s bowl, as if she were an honoured guest and not her junior. “Don’t embarrass the girl. She’s a skinny little thing only.”

      Gean Choo took a sip of tea and burnt her tongue. It was probably unbecoming to eat this much, but her stomach didn’t care. “Does everyone live on the estate?” she asked.

      “Only yourself, Zaid, and I,” Po Lam said. “The day staff don’t live here.”

      “Day staff?”

      “The rest of us,” Seok Eng said. “We’ll be heading home soon, but we’ll be back in the morning. There’s Alif also, the gardener. You’ll meet him tomorrow.”

      “Is the mem an insomniac?” Gean Choo asked.

      “She keeps odd hours, rising at seven in the evening and going to bed around six in the morning,” Po Lam said. “Starting tomorrow, you’ll match those hours.”

      Eleven hours on duty. That didn’t seem so terrible, even if they weren’t daylight hours. “Is she ill?”

      A delicate pause fell over the table, like a carpet of flowers settling over an empty street. “She values her privacy,” Po Lam said. “Her health is a matter for herself and her doctor.”

      Once the meal was over, the eldest brother disappeared and the younger began clearing the dishes. Gean Choo stood. “Uncle, should I help clean up?”

      “No,” Po Lam said before he could answer. She took out a pocket watch, flipped open the lid, and examined it. “The mem should be up soon.”

      How strange to lie abed until this late in the day. She glanced out the window. It was growing darker outside, probably close to seven by now.

      A series of bells were mounted on the board above the stove in the kitchen, labelled with various rooms—bed, study, drawing, sitting. Wires connecting the bells ran alongside the boundary of the ceiling, leading towards the covered walkway. One of the bells rang, and Seok Eng glanced at the board. “The bedroom. She must be awake already.”

      “Good. Gean Choo, bring the mem’s dinner with you,” Po Lam said.

      Seok Eng handed her a tray with a single bowl on it, noodle soup swimming in a clear broth, along with delicate slices of fatty pork offset by blanched greens and a sprinkle of aromatic coriander. Squares of opaque, mauve jelly were stacked to one side, half-submerged in the broth.

      “What’s this part?” Gean Choo asked, tilting her head towards the jellied squares.

      “Blood tofu. It’s very nutritious,” Seok Eng said.

      “Come along.” Po Lam was already standing by the door.

      Gean Choo followed her out, setting the tray down for a moment to put on her shoes. Po Lam kept a quick pace, forcing Gean Choo to hurry, eyes downcast as she focussed on keeping the tray steady to stop the soup from sloshing over the sides of the bowl. Electric lights illuminated the walkway, insects swarming around them.

      “It’s good she rang,” Po Lam said. “Some days she doesn’t get up until late. Never try to wake her if she’s still abed. Do you understand?”

      “I understand. Are there children?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.” How sad to be left here all alone. Mrs. Edevane probably didn’t even have any other family close by for comfort.

      “The shutters upstairs must always be opened after sunset and closed before sunrise. The mem has priceless antiques, sensitive to sunlight.”

      “It’s bad for mould,” Gean Choo said. And it would make the room excessively hot. Wasn’t the mem already sick?

      “It’s not for discussion. And never touch the shutters in the mem’s bedroom. If she wants them open, she’ll do it herself.”

      “I see.”

      “You’ll have one day’s leave per month. We’ll go over the calendar tomorrow. No guests on the property—men or women.”

      As if beaus would be chasing her out along the east coast. “That won’t be a problem.”

      “Good.”

      The walkway connected with the main house’s back verandah. Po Lam stepped inside without removing her shoes, so Gean Choo followed suit, wiping her soles on a mat. They passed through a dining room, and Po Lam had to turn on the light to help navigate around the furniture. It was all made of dark wood, heavily gilded like something from another era, the chairs upholstered in damask, their frames carved with scrolls and rosettes of European design.

      They stepped into a foyer where the light was already on, illuminating the white marble floor. A glittering chandelier hung in the atrium above, so out of place it must’ve come from overseas, along with some of the furniture. The chandelier was fitted with electric lights, switched on in an extravagant display of excess in this empty house, every facet sparkling, throwing tiny rainbows across the walls.

      A thought occurred to her, sudden and vicious. She was the only ugly thing in this entire estate.

      A grandfather clock stood below the staircase, made from wood carved with intricate birds, the clock face inlaid with mother-of-pearl. It was almost seven o’clock. The minute hand ticked to twelve.

      The clock tolled the hour with a deep, sonorous chime. Once the last bell had rung out, leaving only a faint ticking to fill the silence, the mem of the house appeared on the first-floor landing.
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            ENGLISH ROSE

          

          GEAN CHOO
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      This was probably what they meant in the novels by “English rose.” Mrs. Edevane’s pale, even skin was clear and smooth, the colour of soft tofu. Her complexion was nothing at all like the steamed-prawn red of some mems who’d lived in the tropics for too long, acquiring a permanent blotchy countenance and weathered skin like pebbly crepe. The mem was a slight, tall woman in T-bar heels and a green silk dress, iridescent beneath the chandelier like a peacock’s wing, shading from green to blue to black. Her eyes were deeply hooded and free from paint, her long yellow hair rolled outward about the nape of her neck. She smiled at Gean Choo, her jewel-encrusted hand resting on the balustrade, her cheeks graced with dimples.

      “You must be the new girl,” she said, her voice betraying an English accent. She raised her hands in a graceful gesture that encompassed their surroundings. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      For a moment, Gean Choo didn’t know what to say. The air seemed to crackle with static between them, electric. She was probably staring like an idiot as Mrs. Edevane descended the stairs, the tiny beads on her dress glittering under the chandelier.

      Don’t just look at her like a mute. Say something.

      “I’m pleased to be of service to you, Mem,” she managed, three steps later, Mrs. Edevane’s heels clicking as she navigated the wide staircase.

      It was just past seven o’clock, and from what Po Lam had said, the mem stirred herself at this hour every day. What did she do for the rest of the time? Perhaps she was an invalid, suffering from some sort of tropical disease that affected only Europeans?

      Near the bottom of the stairs, Mrs. Edevane stopped a few paces away from her. The mem was perhaps a head taller than herself, eyes serene as the river on a calm day. There was something odd about her smile, something sharp, as though it didn’t quite match the delicate curves of her face. “You don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Waiting for… was she late? Yes, but even had she arrived in the early afternoon as scheduled, Mrs. Edevane would’ve been abed, anyway. And she’d only been offered the position the day before, so she couldn’t possibly have started earlier in the week. Whatever could Mrs. Edevane mean?

      Before she could say something stupid, like ask the mem to enlighten her, Mrs. Edevane sighed and seemed to crumple, reaching out to grab the balustrade as a shudder wracked her body, her other hand closing into a fist pressed against her stomach. Gean Choo didn’t think; she dropped the tray, leaving it to fall with a liquid splatter and the crash of breaking porcelain, and rushed forwards to offer her support. Mrs. Edevane grabbed onto her, hands icy, and Gean Choo staggered beneath her weight, helping her into a seated position on the steps. She was heavier than she’d first appeared, or maybe Gean Choo was weaker than she’d imagined. The mem’s skin was cold beneath that silk dress. Was she really ill? And if so, was it something contagious? Perhaps the day staff had the right of it, not staying on the estate at night.

      “What a sweet girl you are,” Mrs. Edevane breathed, as if she could barely summon enough energy to speak. “What’s your name?”

      “Teo Gean Choo, Mem.”

      “Ghee-en Chew. Did I get that right?”

      Gean Choo nodded, although she had not. It was close enough. Mrs. Edevane’s eyes were a colourless grey, startling to look at, like the eyes of a kitten she’d once found lurking behind her father’s house. Though she wore a gentle smile, pain creased her smooth, youthful face.

      “Mem. Can you stand?”

      Po Lam’s voice made Gean Choo startle. Mrs. Edevane twisted in her arms, then leaned against the step, holding herself upright without assistance.

      “It must be time for your medicine,” Po Lam said. Mrs. Edevane nodded, closing her eyes in pain or exhaustion. Maybe both. She held out her arms, and Po Lam leaned down and picked her up as though she weighed no more than a child. Po Lam carried her up the steps with Mrs. Edevane’s hands wrapped behind her neck, her head resting against Po Lam’s shoulder, as though they had done this many times before.

      It was true what they said, wasn’t it? Without one’s health, one had nothing. “The widow who dances all night”? Why had she ever listened, even for a moment, to Bee Leng’s ridiculous gossip? Mrs. Edevane could barely support her own weight, the poor woman!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            SIMPLY UNBEARABLE
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        Twenty-five nights since last meal

      

      

      Po Lam deposited her on the smoking couch in the bedroom, handling her with characteristic gentleness. Verity pressed the back of her hand against her forehead. If she were human, she would be burning with fever, but as she was not, and had not been for some time, she only touched the cool expanse of her skin and the faint murmur of her night-time pulse.

      Po Lam straightened. “Is there anything you need, Mem?”

      Verity paused a moment. “There is… there is something you could do for me, if you’d be so kind.”

      Po Lam didn’t answer right away. Into that empty silence yawned all the ways in which Verity needed her—needed someone like her. Or perhaps she’d just grown accustomed to Po Lam’s face? Yes, that was it. Her dear, grim, unsmiling face; inscrutable at best and disapproving at worst. Well. Verity was trying so very hard—couldn’t anyone see that?

      “You’re not due for a few days yet, Mem.”

      Verity brought her knees together and compelled herself to sit up, grabbing the back of the sofa for support. “That might be so, but the wait is… It’s simply unbearable.” She took a breath and exhaled slowly. “Please.”

      The ability to command prey with but a word was not one of Verity’s gifts, but Po Lam inclined her head all the same. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      In a burst of sentimentality, Verity longed to take her hand in gratitude, to feel the grip of her fingers, the strength of her arm… to feel something, anything besides the gnawing pain of her stomach. But she restrained herself. “I know I can rely on you.”

      After Po Lam left, she smoothed out her dress and settled herself more comfortably on the couch, gently patting her hair to ensure everything was in order. She was a bundle of nerves tonight. Silly, really. Why ought she feel apprehensive? But finding good staff was so very hard, and she was so tired of being disappointed.

      The new girl seemed short and small. They were always so frail before Cookie had the chance to fatten them up, but frail or not, she’d leapt admirably to Verity’s rescue. Charming, really. She shuddered. How warm the girl’s hands had been; how strong her pulse. How delightful to see a new face. One grew so tired of hearing the same old voices, day in and day out. Would this one be quicker on the mark than the last, or would she deny the evidence of her own eyes until the very end? Verity couldn’t tell. Not yet. And the not-knowing made the dance so exquisitely delightful.
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      Mrs. Edevane’s spoiled dinner lay in a spreading puddle on the marble, mixed with shards of porcelain. Gean Choo rushed back to the servants’ quarters, hoping to find Seok Eng or one of the houseboys, but they were nowhere to be found, no doubt done working for the night. Even Zaid wasn’t there, or at least, didn’t answer when she called, but she discovered the storeroom with spare cloths, buckets, broom, and a metal dustpan made from half an empty fuel can. There was also an ice box. She opened it, grabbing a handful of greens and more of the mauve stuff, already jellied. Hopefully, Seok Eng hadn’t been saving it for another purpose. She’d have to explain her mistake in the morning.

      Gean Choo sliced the blood tofu and set it to simmer with a fistful of noodles, then returned to the foyer and cleaned up the mess. When Po Lam came back downstairs, she was still on her knees.

      “Is she all right?” Gean Choo asked.

      “She’s fine.”

      Did Mrs. Edevane fall often? Did she have a doctor? If Po Lam hadn’t been nearby, what was Gean Choo meant to do? She couldn’t have carried Mrs. Edevane, especially not up all those steps. It wouldn’t have been fair to ask Zaid, either, because of his bad leg. But she didn’t ask any of those questions. “I put more noodles to simmer.”

      “Good. You might as well take it up to the mem’s room. It’s the last one on the left.”

      Back in the kitchen, Gean Choo washed the greens, arranged the condiments, and dithered over the placement of crockery on the tray, folding a napkin into a neat triangle instead of the crown-like shape Seok Eng had used. She’d have to ask her to demonstrate in the morning. Po Lam had left her unsupervised, displaying either her trust or her indifference, and so Gean Choo was all alone by the time she went back to the foyer and up the steps.

      The air upstairs was dense with heat, suffocating due to the shutters being closed all day. Gean Choo went to the third door on the left and transferred the tray to one arm, rapping on the door with her free hand. “Mem? I brought supper.”

      “Come in.”

      The air in the mem’s bedroom was even more stifling, if that were possible. Mrs. Edevane reclined on a smoking couch next to a table with a lit opium lamp, a pipe resting in one hand. The room was large, containing an imposing four-poster bed, the couch, a dressing table and stool, and a few smaller tables. Curtains canopied and enclosed the bed with deep purple velvet drapes.

      There was no clean surface upon which to set the tray. “May I move your books, Mem?”

      “Go right ahead.”

      The books on the side table were bound in leather and stamped in gilt. Gean Choo closed them and stacked them to one side, leaving enough room to place the tray. “I’m sorry I dropped your dinner. I’ll ask Seok Eng to teach me to prepare this the way you’d prefer.”

      Mrs. Edevane adjusted the lamp, the flame growing smaller, reflecting blue against the beadwork on her dress. The silk looked difficult to press, fussy with pleats and littered with trim. Hopefully she didn’t wear dresses like this all the time, or it was going to make laundering impossible.

      “How thoughtful of you. Do you smoke?” Mrs. Edevane asked.

      Should she be insulted, or was this some kind of test? “No, but my father did. I can cook for you if you’d like.”

      Mrs. Edevane waved her over.

      Gean Choo crouched beside the table and inspected Mrs. Edevane’s paraphernalia. Her opium was of a higher grade than Gean Choo was used to, consisting of a dark, smooth paste wrapped in small squares of wax paper. “How many pipes would you like me to cook?”

      “A quarter square will do. I have to run an errand tonight.”

      Gean Choo glanced at her face, then looked away. Mrs. Edevane didn’t seem healthy enough to be running any errands. Her skin was waxy and pale, her eyes heavy-lidded, face lined with fatigue. Her hand shook when she held the pipe, and when she sighed, the prominence of her ribs stood out beneath the thin green silk.

      But it wasn’t her place to comment. Gean Choo picked up two steel tools and used them to pinch off a piece of the opium, holding it between the needle points. It was a little awkward with one hand partly immobilised by bandages, but she could do this by rote. She brought the paste over the lamp and began kneading it, rotating it constantly to prevent it from burning. As she cooked, the mem continued talking.

      “I won’t need you for the rest of the night, so you might as well unpack after this.” Mrs. Edevane reached over the table and picked up a glass apothecary bottle, shaking a few brown pills into her palm and swallowing them without the benefit of tea or water.

      “As you’d like, Mem,” Gean Choo said, even though she had already laid out all her possessions, so there was nothing left to unpack.

      “Your English is quite good.”

      “Thank you, Mem.”

      “Where did you learn? Here or overseas?”

      As if her father could’ve afforded to send her anywhere for her education. Perhaps once, before his habits had proven his downfall. But even if he’d had the funds, he wouldn’t have wasted them on a mere girl. “Here, Mem.”

      “You’re one of Miss Skelford’s girls.”

      She hadn’t been a schoolgirl for some years now. Would Miss Skelford always have a claim on her? “Yes, Mem. She used to teach, although I understand she no longer does.”

      “Quite. Are you Straits-born?”

      “No, Mem. My family’s from Amoy. My father… thought it important for me to learn English.”

      And how she’d cried for him to leave her be. The girls from down the street didn’t have to go to school, so why did she? The other pupils had all been proficient already, forming bonds and groups, but none with room for her. She’d been so shy the first few months the headmistress had implied she was a mute.

      “We’re both expatriates, then.” Mrs. Edevane smiled, forming dimples in her cheeks, her eyes warm yet pained. She was lovely in her suffering, like a venerated saint. Gean Choo bit her tongue; how awful for her to think that! The poor mem all alone in this big empty house, and to be sick on top of that, too.

      Yet Mrs. Edevane was still beautiful. There were many European bachelors on the island; some even came without attachments, without concubines still living in a kampong, pale-faced children in tow. Surely she must have callers.

      But perhaps she’d loved Mr. Edevane very much.

      “What happened to your hand?”

      Gean Choo looked at the bandages. “A little accident. Just a scratch.”

      “Are you accident-prone by nature, or circumstance?”

      Gean Choo blushed and glanced up, her mouth suddenly dry.

      “I’m just teasing,” Mrs. Edevane said. “But you must take care of yourself.”

      “I will, Mem.”

      The opium was ready, having turned from a black blob into golden brown taffy. Gean Choo set it down on a little plate, then took a pinch of it using the point of a needle. Mrs. Edevane handed her the pipe, and Gean Choo carefully inserted the single dose, her hands trembling, unlike the last time she’d cooked for someone.

      The mem took back the pipe and held it over the lamp. When she breathed in, it was a practised, full breath. She thoughtfully exhaled in the opposite direction, away from Gean Choo’s face. The bittersweet cloud was cloying, hovering bluish-white in the dimly lit room.

      They repeated the process until all the opium had been smoked. The mem lay back on the couch with her eyes closed, the tension in her face gradually easing. As the last cloud dissipated, Mrs. Edevane tilted her head to one side, looked straight at Gean Choo, and said, “You’re a pretty little thing, aren’t you?”

      Unspoken was the aside “for an Oriental,” implicit in her tone and in the way her gaze lingered, consumed, her pupils tiny pinpoints in those colourless eyes.

      Gean Choo froze. Everyone had called Mrs. Edevane a widow, but perhaps she had a beau around the house. She couldn’t afford to be seen as a liability, a seductress of the East. So many mems were hesitant to have young women working for them, considering them temptations for their husbands. “I’ll cut my hair if it displeases you.”

      “You mistake my meaning.” Mrs. Edevane reached out and grasped Gean Choo’s chin in her hand, holding it firmly, her red-lacquered fingernails digging into her flesh. “I like being surrounded by pretty things.”

      This early in the relationship was the time to set boundaries, to assert all the ways in which she could not be bought. But Mrs. Edevane hadn’t beaten her, hadn’t insulted her. And if she was a little eccentric, well… what rich person wasn’t?

      Still with Gean Choo’s chin in her hand, Mrs. Edevane extended a finger and stroked her cheek, her nail brushing the side of Gean Choo’s mouth. Her touch was cold, startlingly so in the muggy heat of the too-dark room.

      Gean Choo dropped her gaze and held her tongue. A rap at the door made her startle, and the mem finally released her.

      “The room’s ready for you, Mem,” Po Lam called from behind the door.

      Mrs. Edevane offered Gean Choo a wan smile. “It seems we must be off. Help me downstairs, would you?”

      They ended up with Mrs. Edevane’s arm around her shoulder and Gean Choo’s hand upon her waist, steadying her. They walked downstairs in this fashion, Mrs. Edevane’s pale, narrow hand gripping the banister with white-knuckled intensity. Mrs. Edevane didn’t seem well enough to leave the house, but Po Lam didn’t seem concerned about the mem’s health.

      They went through to the back verandah, where Po Lam took over supporting Mrs. Edevane. The two of them navigated the steps down to the garden path, moving with tortuous slowness. They paused long enough for Mrs. Edevane to glance over her shoulder. “I’m quite fine. Go to bed.”

      Where were they going? The garage was in the other direction. Po Lam had said the mem’s room was ready. What room? Maybe the structure at the end of the pier? Perhaps the hush of the ocean soothed her spirit.

      There were fewer lights this far from town, which only accentuated the vastness of the night sky and the endless sea. When she gazed above into that star-speckled void, it felt as though she were falling.

      When she walked back to the kitchen, the empty pot reminded her that Mrs. Edevane hadn’t touched her dinner. Should she fetch the bowl? She probably wasn’t meant to enter Mrs. Edevane’s room without invitation. But what if there were rats? She shuddered at the thought.

      All the lights were still on in the main house when she returned, but of course, no one was there. She went and retrieved the tray without lingering, only stopping to confirm the opium lamp was out.

      In the hallway, she considered the food. It would only go to waste, so she tried a little. The soft texture of the blood tofu wasn’t bad, each mouthful salty and rich, though it would’ve been better piping hot in the aromatic broth Seok Eng had made.

      After cleaning up in the kitchen, she held her warm, clammy palm to her face. She could still feel the press of Mrs. Edevane’s fingers upon her cheek.
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        Saturday, 12 March 1927

        Ninety minutes ago

      

      

      Po Lam drove down Sheik Madersah Lane at a crawl, her window lowered, a cap pulled over her face. Mrs. Edevane didn’t like the women she brought home from here—they were too old and diseased to take up a valuable brothel bed, plying their wares in the open, miserable and wretched—but she’d given Po Lam no advance notice. She hadn’t been due for a week. Now one broken bowl and the whiff of new blood, and she was already going back on her word.

      The headlights caught a pair of naked knees, a woman tugging her sarong down. She walked to Po Lam’s window and peered in. Her weathered face, speckled with age spots, was missing half her teeth. “One dollar ten minutes, two dollars half an hour.”

      “I’ll give you ten if we go back to my house.”

      She held out her hand. “Pay first.”

      Po Lam gave her five. “The rest after.”

      The woman tucked the note into her shirt and got in the car, reeking of hard living—unwashed hair and stale beer, clothes crusty with sweat. “Your boss not want to come here? Too good for that?”

      “Maybe.”

      The woman leaned back against her seat as if relaxing. Po Lam would have to tell Zaid to go over them with the polish again. “Any cigarettes?” the woman asked.

      “No,” Po Lam said, even though the edge of her cigarette case dug into her hip when she shifted her weight. Although the mem smoked, she preferred her women to abstain.

      They drove the rest of the way in silence. At the estate, Po Lam led the woman to the servants’ quarters. She pulled a fresh towel and clothing from the storeroom, then handed them over. “Wash yourself and your hair, then put these on.”

      “So fussy,” the woman said, her voice hoarse, but she took the clothes eagerly. “Want to join me?”

      “I’ll wait outside.”

      The woman went into the bathroom and shut the door behind her.

      Po Lam leaned against the wall and took out a cigarette, lighting it. Maybe it was time to ask Mrs. Edevane for another raise. Po Lam’s youngest sister had just finished her confinement—twins!—and the next oldest was due again. She’d probably given birth by now, come to think of it, though the news wouldn’t reach Po Lam for some time. Their husbands couldn’t be relied upon to provide for them. Life back home was indifferently cruel, even for women who’d done everything right. It wasn’t fair, but the world never was.

      She’d finished her cigarette and was contemplating another when the bathroom door creaked open. The woman appeared with the towel draped around her neck. She smelled infinitely better. “Happy?” she asked.

      Po Lam jerked her head towards the door. “Come with me.” She took them down the back of the garden, where the grass gave way to sand and a covered jetty led out over the water, ending in a pavilion raised on stilts over the sea. Inside, the single light failed to turn on when Po Lam flicked its switch. The furniture consisted of two sofas, covered by dust cloths, their shapes lumpy and shadowed in the dark. Po Lam felt around near the windows and opened the shutters by touch, revealing what would’ve been a panoramic view of the ocean, had there been enough daylight to see it.

      The woman sat on one of the sofas, making it creak. “You got a lamp?”

      “Afraid of the dark?”

      The woman rasped a laugh. The faint starlight streaming in through the shutters was enough to catch the gleam of her lips, the shine of her eyes. “Only of what’s in the dark.”

      “Wait here,” Po Lam said. “I’ll get your client.”

      The woman made a vague noise of assent. “Hey,” she said as Po Lam reached the door, “you’ve been kind to me tonight. What’s your name?”

      There was no reason to lie. “Po Lam.”

      “I’m Lei Heung.”

      This was the worst part, when they tried to humanise themselves. If only she could forget they even shared the same species at all.

      “I’m from Tsungfa,” the woman went on. “You know it?”

      “No,” Po Lam lied.

      The woman was probably not much older than Po Lam’s thirty-three years, but she wore each of those years in the wrinkles fracturing
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