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Prologue 

I stretch out on the verdant grass and listen to the River 
Loire burbling. Already the sky has turned a soft, burnished 
gold, and I picture myself back in Terengganu. That sultry 
late afternoon on Kenyir Lake remains a precious memory, 
it was a moment of calm before unforeseen changes. I 
remember how the earthy, organic smell of the lake was 
intoxicating that day. Lim was pensive and quiet as our boat 
slid seamlessly through the jungle-green water, the whistles 
and calls of local wildlife masking his silence. It seemed clear 
to me then that his extreme reserve was an act of self-
preservation. Neither of us had discussed our pasts, but I 
knew that Lim, too, had been an orphan of war. And as I 
stared at our reflections in the water and saw the images start 
to merge, it was as if the unspoken attraction I felt towards 
him was slowly pulling us together. 
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Chapter One 

‘Did you truly believe I didn’t know?’ Lim heard the anger in 
his father’s voice, accompanied by the sudden clatter of pots; 
a smell of burning oil filtered out into the balmy air. What 
didn’t his father know? He felt his heart race as he listened to 
him ranting and raving. But from past experience, Lim 
sensed it was best not to stick his nose in and to remain 
outside the hut. The chirrups of crickets and other nocturnal 
creatures calmed him as he squatted at the top of the veranda 
steps. It was already twilight, and in less than an hour the 
sun’s fantail of pink and purplish rays would melt into the 
horizon. As Lim stared down towards the river, he visualised 
patches of mist seeping over the surface, making it look 
enchanted and mysterious. In his imagination, it felt as if he 
could travel anywhere. All he had to do was dream. Screwing 
up his tiny fists, he was certain he saw a shadow emerge as 
he willed the Dragon King, Longwang, to appear. His friend, 
Soon-kit, had told him how the sea dragon possessed 
magical powers and that he provided water to the earth. 
According to ancient folklore, the dragon lived in a crystal 
palace at the bottom of the ocean, guarded by crayfish, 
lobsters, and crabs, with giant catfish as his courtiers. Lim 
imagined the mythical creature rising from the depths of the 
water, the scales on its body gleaming like polished silver. He 
watched and waited. 

Slowly, the image of a sea dragon appeared before him. 
Its eyes, glowing like two hot coals, evoked a hypnotic effect 
as it turned and stared through him. Lim imagined the 
creature’s giant, bat-like wings unfolding, ready to transport 
him up into another universe—away from reality, away from 
his father. 

‘Chang, please. It was a long time ago. The men will be 
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here soon.’ His mother’s plea trailed into empty silence as 
bolts of lightning flashed across the sky. The air sat humid 
and heavy. Everything was still. Even the birds had stopped 
singing. 

Lim gazed towards the horizon and saw a bank of 
bruised purple clouds heading inland. Within seconds, the 
sky had turned black, a powerful gust of wind rustling the 
leaves in the trees. The first few drops of rain pitter-pattered 
on the corrugated roof. An almighty deluge followed as 
though a tap had been turned on and he watched the twisting 
banana fronds encircling the bungalow of his family’s 
employer, Tuan Abram. 

‘Quickly! Come in, or you’ll get soaked,’ yelled his 
mother, rushing to drag Lim inside. She set about closing the 
wooden shutters, bringing darkness to the room. ‘We must 
get more light in here,’ she huffed, pointing to a box of 
matches. Lim reached for the shelf above him, grabbed the 
box and passed it across to her. His mother took it, placing 
it on the table before removing the glass chimney from a 
hurricane lamp. ‘I hate thunder and lightning,’ she grumbled, 
screwing up her face, and Lim heard the tremor in her voice. 
Whenever there was a storm, she always hid inside the hut 
and refused to come out until it had stopped. Her hands 
trembled as she ignited the wick. She replaced the glass 
chimney, a stream of amber light flooding over her. ‘Come 
to me.’ She lowered her voice and pulled him towards her. 
‘If there is any trouble, any trouble at all, and I’m not here…’ 
Lim gazed at her, confused, his eyes seeking more 
information. She gripped him by the shoulders. ‘You must 
ask Tuan Abram to help you. Promise me.’ He clung to her, 
his heart beating like a drum, although he didn’t know why. 

‘What lies are you filling the boy’s head with now?’ 
Lim flinched at his father’s voice and felt his towering 

presence behind him. His mother remained silent. Lowering 
her gaze, she released her grip from Lim’s shoulders. The 
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threat of another argument was quashed by the sound of 
heavy boots clattering up the veranda steps.  

Relieved to see his father’s young deputy, Lim jumped 
up and down excitedly. ‘Soon-kit! Soon-kit!’ 

Soon-kit pulled a funny face at him before ruffling Lim’s 
hair. ‘How’s my little bear today?’ 

Lim broke into a belly laugh and tried to dive away. 
‘Stop it!’ He loved Soon-kit playing the fool. In many ways, 
he was like an older brother. He had taught him so much 
about survival in the jungle: how to read the tracks of 
animals and which tubers and berries were safe to eat. A 
master storyteller, too, his tales of man-eating tigers and 
marauding elephants trampling through villages helped Lim 
to escape the troubles at home. With Soon-kit, it was easy to 
pretend he was a fearless hunter who made poisoned 
blowpipes for killing game and iron-tipped spears to catch 
fish. Whenever Lim slept beneath the stars, he imagined 
escaping to a secret place deep within the rainforest, where 
he lived in a hut built from tree fronds and leaves. He knew 
it would never happen. His father would always find him. 

He fidgeted, shifting his weight onto his right leg and 
stood watching a small cockroach scuttling across the floor. 
It stopped in front of his father for a moment, antennae 
twitching as though sensing something, and then crawled 
underneath the flap of a discarded newspaper by his father’s 
feet. His father was asking Soon-kit why he and some of the 
men had arrived late for work that day, leaving only a handful 
to harvest the latex.  

‘I thought you were never coming,’ barked Lim’s father. 
‘I’m sorry. There was a fight among the pest drainers. 

We had to stay and break it up. Then we got caught in the 
storm.’ Soon-kit peeled his drenched shirt away from his 
chest. 

‘Here.’ Lim’s father grabbed an old cotton towel slung 
over the back of a chair and tossed it across to him. ‘Where’s 



Woman in the Red Cheongsam 

7 

Kim-hock?’ 
‘On his way… he was complaining about his foot 

hurting,’ said Soon-kit, rubbing himself dry. 
They heard a loud groan. Turning around, Lim caught 

sight of Kim-hock, another of his father’s plantation helpers, 
limping up the veranda steps. The man’s spiky blue-black 
hair glistened with droplets of water; his clothes were 
saturated. Something about his manner made Lim uneasy, 
although he couldn’t identify why.  

Lim stood beside his mother as Kim-hock loafed 
towards them. The man wore a sour expression, as though a 
bad smell hung under his nose. He slipped off the straps of 
his rucksack, letting the bag crash to the floor, then he 
slumped into a chair and splayed out his stocky legs. ‘I’m fed 
up,’ he said. ‘What kind of life is this? Now all the Tamils 
have been deported, we get little help. All we get paid is a 
miserable few dollars a day.’ He kicked off his muddy boots. 
Lifting his right foot, he balanced it across his other leg and 
sat examining his inflamed, dirt-stained toe.  

Soon-kit shook his head at him. ‘Stop moaning. At least 
we have a job.’ 

‘No, Kim-hock is right.’ There was a sharp popping 
sound as Lim’s father cracked the knuckles in each of his 
finger joints. Sitting down at the table, he said, ‘The British 
are treating us like fools.’  

Lim sensed he was about to deliver another one of his 
lectures. He turned his attention towards a grasshopper that 
landed on the table. He watched the small insect opening 
and closing its thin, papery wings.  

‘They must be laughing at us,’ continued his father, 
smothering the insect with his hand. 

‘Please, Father, let it go.’ Lim rushed to stop him. He 
watched, horrified, as his father tightened his grip around the 
small bug, then unfurled his fingers. The grasshopper lay 
crushed, its fragile wings broken and torn. Lim glowered at 
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his father, who stared back at him without a hint of remorse. 
His cold, hard gaze quashed every thought of rebelliousness 
in Lim’s brain. He forced himself to look away and gazed in 
despair at the silk-embroidered picture of Kwan Yin, the 
Goddess of Mercy, hanging on the wall, her calm expression 
filled with love and compassion. Why didn’t you stop him? 
You’re supposed to be all-powerful, aren’t you? His eyes stung with 
bitter tears.  

A thin wall of steam filled the space between them as 
his mother returned from the kitchen clutching a large china 
dish piled with rice, diced red chillies, and shrimps. 

‘It’s good of you to feed us,’ said Soon-kit. ‘Let me help; 
you must be tired.’ 

Lim saw his father grab the dish from his mother. He 
slammed it down onto the table.  

‘She’s a woman, isn’t she? It’s her job.’ 
Soon-kit backed away and lowered his gaze. ‘I thought 

that with your wife having to clean all day…’ 
‘You’re not paid to think. Let’s eat.’ They ate in silence 

for what seemed an eternity, the sound of their chopsticks 
clattering against the rice bowls. Then Lim heard Kim-hock 
ask his father a question. 

‘Have you heard about the murders?’ 
‘What murders?’ 
‘Shh… not now,’ whispered Soon-kit. 
‘Lim, fetch some water from the pump for me, will 

you?’ His mother turned and looked at him. ‘The rain has 
stopped.’ 

Lim flung down his chopsticks, pushed back his chair, 
and stood up. He waited while she handed him a large 
enamel jug and then turned and walked towards the veranda 
steps. In the silence that followed, he felt the heat from 
everyone’s eyes burn into his back.  

Racing down the steps, he scurried across the damp 
earth until he met with the shadow of the track beyond their 



Woman in the Red Cheongsam 

9 

hut. It was obvious his mother wanted him out of the way. 
What was Kim-hock going to say? Who was murdered? He caught 
sight of the water pump, darted towards it, and placed the 
enamel jug beneath the black cast-iron spout. Using both 
hands, he levered the handle and pumped hard several times. 
It was a back-breaking task. The water spurted in fits and 
starts as it spilled ice-cold liquid onto his feet, making him 
jump. ‘Hurry up!’ he said, willing the water to flow faster.  

When he was back standing outside the hut, he stood 
listening in the dark, his heart beating like a drum. He 
overheard Kim-hock speaking. 

‘It’s just as I told you. There were three Englishmen and 
the headman. The road near Sungai Bari is remote.’ 

‘Where did you get this information? You have 
contacts?’ asked Lim’s father.  

‘I have a friend who works for the federal police. The 
estate clerk reported the incident this morning when he 
found the bodies.’ 

A bout of cramp in Lim’s leg prompted him to come 
out from his hiding place. He rubbed at his right calf and 
then limped towards the hut. Still carrying the jug, he took 
care not to spill any water as he crept up the steps. With luck, 
no one would hear him. When he was almost at the top, he 
heard his father talking. 

‘Perhaps you can arrange for me to meet your friend. 
Might be useful, lah?’ 

Silence followed as Lim made his way back along the 
veranda. Placing the jug on the table, he heard the dull thud 
of a cane tapping along the floor. Had his grandfather woken 
up? Turning around, Lim saw his stick-thin figure appear 
from behind the bamboo curtain. His grandfather paused, 
scratching at the wisps of silvery hair sprouting from his 
chin. It would be difficult to talk to him on his own, without 
anyone else around. Lim watched the old man shuffle 
towards the veranda and then lower himself into his 
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favourite rattan chair. 
‘Feeling better after your rest, Father?’ Lim’s mother 

went to plump up the cushions behind the old man’s back. 
‘There’s some rice left in the pan if you want some.’ His 
grandfather waved the air with his hand to refuse. 

‘Are you sick?’ asked Soon-kit, his brow creasing with 
concern.  

‘It’s nothing, a little indigestion perhaps.’ The old man’s 
face winced with discomfort. ‘When one is old, one must 
expect these things.’  

Lim stared at his grandfather’s shrivelled face. He had 
lost a great many teeth and had countless wrinkles, so he had 
to be at least a hundred. Quite often, the old man could be 
blunt and unforgiving towards him, but Lim sensed it was 
due to his frailty. He had an obligation to show him respect. 
His grandfather remained silent for a moment, as though lost 
in his own thoughts. Glancing at his right hand, he massaged 
a large purple vein that bulged beneath the surface. Lim 
watched the skin creep back into place.  

Looking up, his grandfather asked, ‘Well then, boys, 
how about a game of mahjong?’ 

‘Why not?’ Soon-kit rubbed his hands together as he 
and the other men readied themselves for the game. 

Lim helped his mother clear away the dishes, while his 
grandfather dragged a shabby cardboard box out from 
between the legs of his chair. The old man coughed hard as 
he lifted it onto the teak table. Removing the lid, he tipped 
out a heap of patterned bone tiles and turned each one face-
side down in front of him.  
 
The luminous globe of the hurricane lamp attracted thousands 
of flying ants, creating frenzied shadows that played tricks 
upon the light. Lim’s mind clouded over with questions. 
Why had Soon-kit ignored him at the table? Had he done 
something to upset him? He shivered, baffled by the scraps 
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of conversation he had overheard between his father and the 
other men. His eyelids started to droop, the mantra of 
crickets and toads half-lulling him to sleep. Listening to 
them, he remembered how his mother had clung to him so 
forcefully that he felt his lungs would burst. The look of fear 
in her eyes had terrified him. Gnawing at the skin around his 
thumbnail, he sensed the darkness close in on him.
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Chapter Two 

Mei-Ling scrubbed hard at the rim of a greasy pan. Had she 
failed in her duties to be a good wife? Yes, it was her job to 
cook and clean, but Chang’s comments were so hurtful. He 
is a thorn in my heart. She gritted her teeth, acknowledging that 
there was no respect between them now. He treats me like a 
peasant and thinks everyone is against him. Still clutching the 
aluminium pan, she rinsed it in the bowl of tepid water and 
left it to dry on the chopping board. 

Staring out into the inky blue night, she gazed at a 
cluster of fireflies radiating flashes of white light in their 
search to find mates. Briefly, she thought back to her 
wedding day. She remembered the bridal outfit she had worn 
– a floor-length red silk cheongsam embroidered with gold 
thread and motifs of dragons and phoenixes. The vibrant 
scarlet was the traditional symbol of good luck, happiness 
and celebration of their union. A union contrived by her 
father, together with Chang’s ailing patriarch, a local rice 
farmer, who passed away six months after her marriage. 

As she listened to Chang ranting about the lack of 
support from the villagers, it was clear how much he 
despised them. At the last party meeting, he had accused 
them of being British lackeys. All the anti-British 
propaganda he had distributed had merely stirred up more 
trouble. She recalled Soon-kit’s guarded conversation with 
her: ‘The men are convinced that if they turn against their 
British employers, it will make things worse. I told Chang, 
Tuan Abram is a fair and honest boss. But he won’t have it. 
He accused me of being disloyal to the party and warned me 
to be careful of what I say, to look out for my family, or bear 
the consequences.’ Yes. Be careful, thought Mei-Ling. Is Abram 
at risk too? British High Commissioner Gurney had already 
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been assassinated, and now several estate managers were 
dead. How many more killings would there be? Emptying the 
vegetable slops into a tin bucket, she overheard Chang 
talking to Soon-kit, pressing him for information. 

‘You have news?’ 
‘Some further developments,’ replied Soon-kit. 
‘What has happened?’ 
‘Chin Peng is rallying his troops. He’s threatening to kill 

all Europeans, the police and anyone who supports Chiang 
Kai Shek.’  

Mei-Ling felt the flesh on her arms pucker into 
goosebumps. Chin’s revolutionary thugs may be stalking the grounds 
at this moment. Everyone knows he has a throng of them who will stop 
at nothing to get what they want. Like Chin, Chang had embraced 
the same aggressive policies as his ‘Great Hero’, Mao Tse-
tung. Was it because he considered Mao to be the father of 
Communist China? Or that he too was the son of a peasant 
farmer? Both, she supposed. Perhaps that need for 
recognition was why, at the age of sixteen, he had signed up 
with the Communist Youth League. She thought of the little 
red handbook of regulations he kept stashed beside the bed 
like a holy relic. It was stupid of me to move it. A mistake Chang 
had vilified her for, and one she would never make again. 

Drying her hands on a rag, she realised there was 
nothing left for them to say to one another. It is impossible to 
know what to say to him when he always throws it back into my face. 
She couldn’t trust him not to raise a fist at her. How far 
would he go to prove a point? When they were courting, he 
had bragged about beating a boy into a pulp in defence of 
party policies. Better for her to say nothing to provoke such 
a violent reaction. Besides, he always jumped at the chance 
to ridicule her in front of the men, commenting that she was 
a puppet for her British master. She longed to point out: 
Tuan Abram pays your wages, too. But she knew how 
jealous he was of Abram from the malicious comments he 
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had made and that he suspected her of spying for him. She 
shivered at the thought of Chang or his so-called friends 
doing anything to harm Tuan. Only last month, one of them 
was discovered consorting with the rebels. She recalled the 
twenty-two-hour curfew imposed with reduced rice rations 
until one of the villagers had been willing to pass on 
information. It was reassuring to know the police were 
making every effort to imprison troublemakers. They had 
their own spies and were aware of what was happening. 

Her thoughts raced as she emptied the bowl filled with 
dirty water. Should she and Lim leave? Our only chance of safety 
is to be resettled in one of the ‘New Village’ government kampongs. 
The mere idea made her shudder. How restricted our lives would 
be. She visualised ranks of armed police with callous-looking 
faces surrounding an eight-foot barbed wire fence. She could 
imagine how desperate Abram must have felt during his 
internment at Changi Prison during the war. She 
remembered him telling her about the cruelty he had 
suffered. His trek through the Chinese quarter had brought 
him great pain. The smell of rotting corpses never leaves me, he had 
admitted. Burying the dead had been his first task – a mass 
grave in the grounds of St. Andrew’s Cathedral, a place 
where he had once taken his wife, Grace, to worship. The 
locals jeered at us, Mei-Ling. They felt we had let them down after 
promising great wealth and then deserted them in their hour of need. A 
shudder ran through her. Was he still in Perak? The work he 
was doing was perilous. Hadn’t he already told her that 
despite the supposed surrender of arms by the rebels, or the 
MPJA, the Malayan Peoples’ Japanese Army as they referred 
to themselves, were planning further attacks against the 
British, using weapons and ammunition they had buried in 
secret jungle locations? And all of this was with support from 
an underground communist organisation. She thought back 
to her last conversation with Abram. 

‘Why must you put yourself in danger?’ 
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‘My darling girl, I have no choice, you know that. My 
work with the war committee is vital. Hush now. Don’t cry. 
Here, use my handkerchief to wipe away your tears.’ 

She pictured Abram standing in front of her, imagining 
the touch of his hand caressing her cheek and the musky 
smell of him close to her. Without him, life seemed 
intolerable. Chang’s angry voice brought her back. 

‘It is to be expected... one cannot hope for a peaceful 
solution when we are swamped in the midst of British 
imperialism,’ he declared, juggling a handful of mahjong 
tiles. ‘We should be free to choose for ourselves. Not bow 
down to these self-inflated fools.’ 

His resentment towards the British frightened Mei-
Ling, something she had mentioned to Abram. ‘He gets so 
angry. He blames the British for every ill there is. He says the 
communists need more support. I even heard him using one 
of Mao Tse-tung’s quotes: “The guerrillas must move among 
the people as a fish swims in the sea”.’ 

Turning around, she moved towards the table and 
picked up a bamboo tray laid with four geese-patterned china 
cups, each filled with rice wine. The cloud of acrid cigarette 
smoke that permeated the space around her stung her eyes 
as she made her way towards the veranda. Addressing the 
men, she said, ‘I’ve brought you some refreshment.’ As she 
went to place the tray on the table, she tripped on a loose 
plait of rush matting. 

‘Idiot! Now look at what you’ve done.’ Glancing at 
Chang, Mei-Ling saw him scowl. She rushed to get a cloth 
and then mopped up the spilled wine. Her fingers felt clumsy 
as she went to reposition each of the scattered tiles. 

‘Leave them!’ Chang slapped her wrist. The irritation in 
his voice filled her with instant alarm. 

She went and hid in the shadows and stood behind her 
father. Biting on her bottom lip, she forced back the threat 
of tears. Her father gave a grunt as he discarded an unwanted 
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honour tile. Suddenly, he lurched forward. Bent double, he 
coughed repeatedly before thumping his chest with his fist. 
Mei-Ling waited for him to recover. 

‘Get my tobacco,’ he spluttered. He lifted a trembling 
finger and pointed to the tin placed next to Chang’s tiles. 

‘Must you, Father? You know how much it makes you 
cough.’ 

‘Give him what he wants,’ snapped Chang, and then 
added, ‘Isn’t it your bedtime?’ 

 Go to hell! Mei-Ling wanted to say as she walked around 
the table. Avoiding his gaze, she picked up the tobacco tin 
and passed it across to her father. 

‘Good. Take that wimp of a boy with you.’ 
Clenching her fists, Mei-Ling resisted answering Chang 

back. Instead, she looked across at Lim curled up in the 
corner, his thumb lodged inside his mouth. It seemed a 
shame to disturb him. He looked so content. She stooped to 
pick him up. Carrying him inside, Mei-Ling laid him on the 
mengkuang sleeping mat. She stared protectively at Lim as 
she undressed. Moonlight filtered through the slats of the 
wooden shutters, creating bars of light across his innocent 
face. She snuggled down beside him, his tiny body radiating 
warmth against her skin. Her mind was too agitated for sleep. 
How can I sleep when the future is so uncertain? She ploughed 
through the many obstacles in her way, Chang being the 
main one. She would leave him. But when and where should 
she and Lim go? Chang will not want to lose face. Control of everyone 
around him is essential to his plan. Might her father refuse to join her? 
She regretted having confided in him once about the 
problems in her marriage. 

‘What more could you want from a husband? He is 
diligent, is he not? You say he is hot-headed. It is true Chang 
has strong opinions. Many of which I agree with. So often, 
it is in the nature of someone who is ambitious to be 
outspoken. Be content, my daughter.’ 
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Father refuses to understand. He is frail now and will need 
persuading it is unsafe to remain. My only regret is that I will miss 
seeing Abram when he returns. I hate to leave without saying goodbye. 
But perhaps it is better this way. I have done all I can to help him. To 
do more will be dangerous. He says the back of this revolt has been 
broken. If that is true, peace will return soon.  

Resting her head on a pillow, she listened to the endless 
whoops, screeches, and calls of jungle creatures spilling out 
into the night. The continual disturbance reminded her of 
Chang’s interrogation earlier that day. Who told him of my secret? 
She trembled, fearful of what he might do. Guilt ate away 
inside of her as she imagined features that gleamed in her 
mind like a luminous pearl. Turning over to face the wall, 
Mei-Ling closed her eyes, carried away by a wave of deep 
sleep.  

 
In her dream, Abram’s jeep swerves into the driveway. Yet 
again, she finds herself back in Kuala Lumpur at Major 
Abram’s army quarters. She hears the Jeep’s engine noise 
fade. Peering through the metal grill window, she catches 
sight of him sitting in the driver’s seat, his hands still gripping 
the steering wheel. He’s missing his family, she thinks, stepping 
outside to greet him. Everyone is suffering now that the Japanese 
have invaded. She pictures the chaos and confusion at 
Singapore Docks – a migration of thousands, mostly women 
with children, all hurrying to board the ships anchored in the 
harbour – and imagines the unblinking fear registering in 
Grace Abram’s eyes as she clutches onto Kate’s tiny hand. 
Together, they rush to join the long queue building on the 
quayside, frightened twelve-year-old Charlotte following 
behind, desperate to keep pace with them. 

‘The Mem, Kate, Charlotte, all gone,’ mutters the major, 
looking up as she approaches the vehicle. He blubbers when 
he speaks, and she smells the reek of whisky hanging on his 
breath. 
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‘Mem is okay? Captain Lewis drove them to Singapore 
Docks?’ she asks, fearing some sort of accident. 

‘Yes,’ he murmurs. Swaying in his seat, the major steps 
out from the driver’s side. She waits for him to say more and 
then sees him turn around and walk towards her. Grabbing 
her by the shoulders, he continues, ‘You don’t understand, 
Mei-Ling. She says she’s never coming back.’ 

The light is fading fast as he leads her across the velvet 
lawn. ‘Sit with me,’ he says, in almost a whisper. Grasping 
his strong right hand, she sits with him beneath the flood of 
stars, a million eyes watching them. The musky odour of his 
sweat washes over her as he reaches to touch her hair. 
Trembling, she anticipates the thrill of his fingers scrabbling 
to remove each of her hairpins and feels herself falling back 
onto the grass as he begins kissing her. She tastes the tiny 
beads of salt that trickle off his face into her mouth and feels 
the coarse stubble on his chin brush against her face. As he 
unhooks her cotton top, she’s aware of his hand gliding 
skilfully across her breasts, his legs wrapping around her, 
making her feel safe and warm. The air smells sweet from 
the frangipani blooms above her head as pools of indigo spill 
into her mind. 

Moments later, they lie gazing up at the sky. ‘Look, see 
those two bright lights; they’re Cygnus and Vega,’ he says, 
pointing. ‘Aren’t they the most beautiful stars you’ve ever 
seen?’ 

 
Tossing and turning in her sleep, the dream image alters. 
Standing in the kitchen, she begins spraying starch onto 
Abram’s shirt collars, ready for the morning’s ironing. She 
rolls up each shirt before placing them into the laundry 
basket. Barefoot, she pads across the cool floor tiles and 
makes her way into the dark, narrow hallway. She grabs the 
wooden bannister rail in front of her and attempts to climb 
the flight of stairs. Each step feels like a sponge as it sinks 
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beneath her weight. Clinging to the balustrade, she drags 
herself up to the top. As if possessed by some strange force 
of nature, her body glides across the landing. When she 
reaches the master bedroom, she sees Grace Abram 
lingering in the doorway. Grace waves a disapproving finger 
and moves aside to let her pass. Inside, the room is chaotic. 
Books and papers are strewn across the floor. The torn 
mosquito net lies in a tangle of folds across the bed. Catching 
sight of herself in the mirror, she stares in horror at the coat 
of fur growing over her body. She tries to brush it away and 
claws at her skin until it becomes red-raw. She feels a sense 
of dread as the immense creature stares back at her, its jaws 
widening as it swallows her into a pit of darkness.
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Chapter Three 

Lim woke up with a start as a ricochet of gunshots pierced 
through the empty silence. Leaping out of bed, he threw 
back the wooden shutters. Outside, men dressed in jungle-
green uniforms and armed with rifles were storming through 
the kampong. Several of them were clutching blazing 
torches. He watched in horror as they began setting fire to 
the huts. 

‘Keep down!’ Lim felt his mother yank at his arm. As 
she scrambled to pick up his clothes, he stole another look 
outside. Already, most of the zinc gable-roofed wooden huts 
were on fire, with coils of black smoke billowing up towards 
the sky. Villagers yelled and screamed as they ran in all 
directions. Lim saw one injured woman, clutching the hand 
of a young child, stagger backwards and then drop onto her 
knees, before collapsing on the ground. The distressed 
toddler squatted by her side and tugged at the woman’s arm, 
willing her to respond. 

‘Lim!’ Mei-Ling hauled him towards her. ‘I told you to 
keep out of sight! Here, put this on.’ She thrust a cotton T-
shirt over his head. ‘Now these,’ she said, handing him his 
shorts. 

Lim put them on at speed. Unable to ignore the 
confusion in the kampong, he peeped outside again. ‘Ning!’ 
he yelled, on seeing his friend cowering behind a tree. 

‘Get away from there!’ His mother jerked him back into 
the room. ‘Be quiet!’ She put a finger up to her lips. 

‘But Ning is in trouble, Mother. Please.’ Lim fought back 
the tears that threatened to sting his eyes. His mother 
grabbed him by the shoulders. 

‘Don’t you understand? We can’t take the risk. If Ning 
is lucky, he will find a way to escape.’ 


