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Praise for Tan Twan Eng’s

THE GIFT OF RAIN

“Beautifully written and deeply moving, Tan Twan Eng’s debut novel is one of the best books I’ve ever read . . . Anyone who thinks the novel is in decline should read this one.”

—Frank Wilson, Philadelphia Inquirer

 

“An engrossing story of interlocking worlds . . . this deft first novel by Malaysian writer Tan Twan Eng stands as a lavish demonstration of the truth of William Faulkner’s dictum, ‘The past is never dead . . . It’s not even past.’”

—Alan Cheuse, The Dallas Morning News

 

“Glorious . . . Rain is a gift indeed, as robustly absorbing as it is achingly poignant.”

—Elysa Gardner, USA Today

 

“A powerful first novel about a tumultuous and almost forgotten period of history . . . The Gift of Rain is a war novel with a personal odyssey at its heart, one that complicates the stark lines of right and wrong during wartime . . . drawing the reader into a web of divided loyalties.”

—The London Times Literary Supplement

 

“Eng’s graceful prose evokes a time and place that is little known or remembered now, making it both exotic and familiar, and his beautiful narrative is woven with strong images and characters . . . The Gift of Rain is a gift to read.”

—Mary Foster, San Francisco Chronicle

 

“Thrilling, introspective . . . Tan Twan Eng’s lucid writing carries along the story effortlessly.”

—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

 

“Strong characters and page-turning action make this a top pick for historical fiction . . . Philip’s personal drama unfolds against the backdrop of fascinating glimpses into Chinese culture, British imperialism, and the Japanese occupation that eventually claims the lives of everyone around him.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

 

“A true saga . . . overflows with mesmerizing beauty and wonder.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

 

“A riveting tale . . . [Tan Twan Eng] writes with deep insight into the history and topography of his native homeland and with deep feeling for its natural beauties.”

—The Washington Post

 

“[A] remarkable debut saga of intrigue and aikido . . . Eng’s characters are as deep and troubled as the time in which the story takes place, and he draws on a rich palette to create a sprawling portrait of a lesser explored corner of the war . . . measured, believable and enthralling.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 

“The Gift of Rain sends the reader back into the world of Somerset Maugham—the waning British Empire, the simmering discord between classes and races, the thick tropical surroundings that are both beautiful and suffocating—but at a different angle. Maugham cast a cynical eye on human nature and its frailties; Tan Twan Eng looks upon them with compassion, like a creator might view the imperfections of his handiwork.”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer






 Also by Tan Twan Eng

THE GIFT OF RAIN






For my sister 
and 
Opgedra aan A. J. Buys—sonder jou sou hierdie boek 
dubbel so lank en halfpad so goed wees. 
Mag jou eie mooi taal altyd gedy.






There is a goddess of Memory, Mnemosyne; but none of Forgetting.
 Yet there should be, as they are twin sisters, twin powers, and walk
 on either side of us, disputing for sovereignty over us and who we
 are, all the way until death.

RICHARD HOLMES,
 A Meander Through Memory and Forgetting






CHAPTER ONE

On a mountain above the clouds once lived a man who had been the gardener of the emperor of Japan. Not many people would have known of him before the war, but I did. He had left his home on the rim of the sunrise to come to the central highlands of Malaya. I was seventeen years old when my sister first told me about him. A decade would pass before I traveled up to the mountains to see him.

He did not apologize for what his countrymen had done to my sister and me. Not on that rain-scratched morning when we first met, nor at any other time. What words could have healed my pain, returned my sister to me? None. And he understood that. Not many people did.

 

Thirty-six years after that morning, I hear his voice again, hollow and resonant. Memories I had locked away have begun to break free, like shards of ice fracturing off an arctic shelf. In sleep, these broken floes drift toward the morning light of remembrance.

The stillness of the mountains awakens me. The depth of the silence: that is what I had forgotten about living in Yugiri. The murmurings of the house hover in the air when I open my eyes. An old house retains its hoard of memories, I remember Aritomo telling me once.

Ah Cheong knocks on the door and calls softly to me. I get out of bed and put on my dressing gown. I look around for my gloves and find them on the bedside table. Pulling them over my hands, I tell the housekeeper to come in. He enters and sets the pewter tray with a pot of tea and a plate of cut papaya on a side table; he had done the same for Aritomo every morning. He turns to me and says, “I wish you a long and peaceful retirement, Judge Teoh.”

“Yes, it seems I’ve beaten you to it.” He is, I calculate, five or six years older than me. He was not here when I arrived yesterday  evening. I study him, layering what I see over what I remember. He is a short, neat man, shorter than I recall, his head completely bald now. Our eyes meet. “You’re thinking of the first time you saw me, aren’t you?”

“Not the first time, but the last day. The day you left.” He nods to himself. “Ah Foon and I—we always hoped you’d come back one day.”

“Is she well?” I tilt sideways to look behind him, seeking his wife at the door, waiting to be called in. They live in Tanah Rata, cycling up the mountain road to Yugiri every morning.

“Ah Foon passed away, Judge Teoh. Four years ago.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

“She wanted to tell you how grateful she was that you paid her hospital bills. So was I.”

I open the teapot’s lid, then close it, trying to remember which hospital she had been admitted to. The name comes to me: Lady Templer Hospital.

“Five weeks,” he says.

“Five weeks?”

“In five weeks’ time it will be thirty-four years since Mr. Aritomo left us.”

“For goodness’ sake, Ah Cheong!” I have not returned to Yugiri in almost as long. Does the housekeeper judge me by the increasing number of years from the last time I was in this house, like a father scoring another notch on the kitchen wall to mark his child’s growth?

Ah Cheong’s gaze fixes on a spot somewhere over my shoulder. “If there’s nothing else . . .” He begins to turn away.

In a gentler tone, I say, “I’m expecting a visitor at ten o’clock this morning. Professor Yoshikawa. Show him to the sitting room verandah.”

The housekeeper nods once and leaves, closing the door behind him. Not for the first time I wonder how much he knows, what he has seen and heard in his years of service with Aritomo.

The papaya is chilled, just the way I like it. Squeezing the wedge of lime over it, I eat two slices before putting down the plate. Opening the sliding doors, I step onto the verandah. The house sits on low stilts and the verandah is two feet above the ground. The bamboo blinds creak when I scroll them up. The mountains are as I have always remembered them, the first light of the morning melting down their flanks. Damp withered leaves and broken-off twigs cover the lawn. This part of the house is hidden from the main garden by a wooden fence. A section has collapsed, and tall grass spikes out from the gaps between the fallen planks. Even though I have prepared myself for it, the neglected condition of the place shocks me.

A section of Majuba Tea Estate is visible to the east over the fence. The hollow of the valley reminds me of the open palms of a monk, cupped to receive the day’s blessing. It is Saturday, but the tea pickers are working their way up the slopes. There has been a storm in the night, and clouds are still marooned on the peaks. I step down the verandah onto a narrow strip of ceramic tiles, cold and wet beneath my bare soles. Aritomo obtained them from a ruined palace in Ayutthaya, where they had once paved the courtyard of an ancient and nameless king. The tiles are the last remnants of a forgotten kingdom, its histories consigned to oblivion.

I fill my lungs to the brim and exhale. Seeing my own breath take shape, this cobweb of air that only a second ago had been inside me, I remember the sense of wonder it used to bring. The fatigue of the past months drains from my body, only to flood back into me a moment later. It feels strange that I no longer have to spend my weekends reading piles of appeal documents or catching up with the week’s paperwork.

I breathe out through my mouth a few more times, watching my breaths fade away into the garden.

 

My secretary, Azizah, brought me the envelope shortly before we left my chambers to go into the courtroom. “This came for you just now, Puan,” she said.

Inside was a note from Professor Yoshikawa Tatsuji, confirming the date and time of our meeting in Yugiri. It had been sent a week before. Looking at his neat handwriting, I wondered if it had been a mistake to have agreed to see him. I was about to telephone him in Tokyo to cancel the appointment when I realized he would already be on his way to Malaysia. And there was something else inside the envelope. Turning it over, a thin wooden stick, about five  inches long, fell out onto my desk. I picked it up and dipped it into the light of my desk lamp. The wood was dark and smooth, its tip ringed with fine, overlapping grooves.

“So short-lah, the chopstick. For children is it?” Azizah said, coming into the room with a stack of documents for me to sign. “Where’s the other one?”

“It’s not a chopstick.”

I sat there, looking at the stick on the table until Azizah reminded me that my retirement ceremony was about to begin. She helped me into my robe and together we went out to the corridor. She walked ahead of me as usual to give the advocates warning that Puan Hakim was on her way—they always used to watch her face to gauge my mood. Following behind her, I realized that this would be the last time I would make this walk from my chambers to my courtroom.

Built nearly a century ago, the Supreme Court building in Kuala Lumpur had the solidity of a colonial structure, erected to outlast empires. The high ceilings and the thick walls kept the air cool even on the hottest of days. My courtroom was large enough to seat forty, perhaps even fifty people, but on this Tuesday afternoon the advocates who had not arrived early had to huddle by the doors at the back. Azizah had informed me about the numbers attending the ceremony but I was still taken aback when I took my place on the bench beneath the portraits of the agong and his queen. Silence spread across the courtroom when Abdullah Mansor, the chief justice, entered and sat down next to me. He leaned over and spoke into my ear. “It’s not too late to reconsider.”

“You never give up, do you?” I said, giving him a brief smile.

“And you never change your mind.” He sighed. “I know. But can’t you stay on? You only have two more years to go.”

Looking at him, I recalled the afternoon in his chambers when I told him of my decision to take early retirement. We had fought about many things over the years—points of law or the way he administered the courts—but I had always respected his intellect, his sense of fairness and his loyalty to us judges. That afternoon was the only time he had ever lost his composure with me. Now there was only sadness in his face. I would miss him.

Peering over his spectacles, Abdullah began recounting my life to  the audience, braiding sentences in English into his speech, ignoring the sign in the courtroom dictating the use of the Malay language in court.

“Judge Teoh was only the second woman to be appointed to the Supreme Court,” he said. “She has served on this Bench for the past fourteen years . . .”

Through the high, dusty windows I saw the corner of the cricket field across the road and, further away, the Selangor Club, its mock-Tudor facade reminding me of the bungalows in Cameron Highlands. The clock in the tower above the central portico chimed, its languid pulse beating through the walls of the courtroom. I turned my wrist slightly and checked the time: eleven minutes past three; the clock was, as ever, reliably out, its punctuality stolen by lightning years ago.

“. . . few of us here today are aware that she was a prisoner in a Japanese internment camp when she was nineteen,” said Abdullah.

The advocates murmured among themselves, observing me with heightened interest. I had never spoken of the three years I had spent in the camp to anyone. I tried not to think about it as I went about my days, and mostly I succeeded. But occasionally the memories still found their way in, through a sound I heard, a word someone uttered, or a smell I caught in the street.

“When the war ended,” the chief justice continued, “Judge Teoh worked as a research clerk in the War Crimes Tribunal while waiting for admission to read law at Girton College, Cambridge. After being called to the bar, she returned to Malaya in 1949 and worked as a deputy public prosecutor for nearly two years . . .”

In the front row below me sat four elderly British advocates, their suits and ties almost as old as they. Along with a number of rubber planters and civil servants, they had chosen to stay on in Malaya after its independence, thirty years ago. These aged Englishmen had the forlorn air of pages torn from an old and forgotten book.

The chief justice cleared his throat and I looked at him. “Judge Teoh was not due to retire for another two years, so you will no doubt imagine our surprise when, only two months ago, she told us she intended to leave the Bench. Her written judgments are known for their clarity and elegant turns of phrase . . .” His words  flowered, became more laudatory. I was far away in another time, thinking of Aritomo and his garden in the mountains.

The speech ended. I brought my mind back to the courtroom, hoping that no one had noticed the potholes in my attention; it would not do to appear distracted at my own retirement ceremony.

I gave a short, simple address to the audience and then Abdullah brought the ceremony to a close. I had invited a few well-wishers from the Bar Council, my colleagues and the senior partners in the city’s larger law firms for a small reception in my chambers. A reporter asked me a few questions and took photographs. After the guests left, Azizah went around the room, gathering up the cups and the paper plates of half-eaten food.

“Take those curry puffs with you,” I said, “and that box of cakes. Don’t waste food.”

“I know-lah. You always tell me that.” She packed the food away and said, “Is there anything else you need?”

“You can go home. I’ll lock up.” It was what I usually said to her at the end of every court term. “And thank you, Azizah. For everything.”

She shook the creases out of my black robe, hung it on the coat stand and turned to look at me. “It wasn’t easy working for you all these years, Puan, but I’m glad I did.” Tears gleamed in her eyes. “The lawyers—you were difficult with them, but they’ve always respected you. You listened to them.”

“That’s the duty of a judge, Azizah. To listen. So many judges seem to forget that.”

“Ah, but you weren’t listening earlier, when Tuan Mansor was going on and on. I was looking at you.”

“He was talking about my life, Azizah.” I smiled at her. “Hardly much there I don’t know about already, don’t you think?”

“Did the orang Jepun do that to you?” She pointed to my hands. “Maaf,” she apologized, “but . . . I was always too scared to ask you. You know, I’ve never seen you without your gloves.”

I rotated my left wrist slowly, turning an invisible doorknob. “One good thing about growing old,” I said, looking at the part of the glove where two of its fingers had been cut off and stitched over. “Unless they look closely, people probably think I’m just a vain old woman, hiding my arthritis.”

We stood there, both of us uncertain of how to conduct our partings. Then she reached out and grasped my other hand, pulling me into an embrace before I could react, enveloping me like dough around a stick. Then she let go of me, collected her handbag and left.

I looked around. The bookshelves were bare. My things had already been packed away and sent to my house in Bukit Tunku, flotsam sucked back to sea by the departing tide. Boxes of Malayan Law Journals and All England Law Reports were stacked in a corner for donation to the Bar Library. Only a single shelf of MLJs remained, their spines stamped in gold with the year in which the cases were reported. Azizah had promised to come in tomorrow and pack them away.

I went to a picture hanging on a wall, a watercolor of the home I had grown up in. My sister had painted it. It was the only work of hers I owned, the only one I had ever come across after the war. I lifted it off its hook and set it down by the door.

The stacks of manila folders tied with pink ribbons that normally crowded my desk had been reassigned to the other judges; the table seemed larger than usual when I sat down in my chair. The wooden stick was still lying where I had left it. Beyond the half-opened windows, dusk was summoning the crows to their roosts. The birds thickened the foliage of the angsana trees lining the road, filling the streets with their babble. Lifting the telephone receiver, I began dialing and then stopped, unable to recall the rest of the numbers. I paged through my address book, rang the main house in Majuba Tea Estate, and when a maid answered asked to speak to Frederik Pretorius. I did not have to wait long.

“Yun Ling?” he said when he came on the line, sounding slightly out of breath.

“I’m coming to Yugiri.”

Silence pressed down on the line. “When?”

“This Friday.” I paused. It had been seven months since we had last spoken to each other. “Will you tell Ah Cheong to have the house ready for me?”

“He’s always kept it ready for you,” Frederik replied. “But I’ll tell him. Stop by at the estate on the way. We can have some tea. I’ll drive you to Yugiri.”

“I haven’t forgotten how to get there, Frederik.”

Another stretch of silence connected us. “The monsoon’s over, but there’s still some rain. Drive carefully.” He hung up.

The call to prayer unwound from the minarets of the Jamek Mosque across the river to echo through the city. I listened to the courthouse empty itself. The sounds were so familiar to me that I had stopped paying attention to them years ago. The wheel of a trolley squeaked as someone—probably Rashid, the registrar’s clerk—pushed the day’s applications to the filing room. The telephone in another judge’s chambers rang for a minute, then gave up. The slam of doors echoed through the corridors; I had never realized how loud they sounded.

I picked up my briefcase and shook it once. It was lighter than usual. I packed my court robe into it. At the door I turned around to look at my chambers. I gripped the edge of the door frame, realizing that I would never again set foot in this room. The weakness passed. I switched off the lights but continued to stand there, gazing into the shadows. I picked up my sister’s watercolor and closed the door, working the handle a few times to make sure it was properly locked. Then I made my way along the dimly lit corridor. On one wall a gallery of former judges stared down at me, their faces changing from European to Malay and Chinese and Indian, from monochrome to color. I passed the empty space where my portrait would soon be added. At the end of the passageway I went down the stairs. Instead of turning left toward the judges’ exit to the car park, I went out to the courtyard garden.

This was the part of the court buildings I loved most. I would often come here to sit, to think through the legal problems of a judgment I was writing. Few of the judges ever came here and I usually had the place all to myself. Sometimes, if Karim, the gardener, happened to be working, I would speak with him for a short while, giving him advice on what to plant and what ought to be taken out. This evening I was alone.

The sprinklers came on, releasing the smell of the sun-roasted grass into the air. The leaves discarded by the guava tree in the center of the garden had been raked into a pile. Behind the courts, the Gombak and Klang rivers plaited together, silting the air with the smell of earth scoured from the mountains in the Titiwangsa range up north. Most people in Kuala Lumpur couldn’t bear the stench,  especially when the river was running low between the monsoon seasons, but I had never minded that, in the heart of the city, I could smell the mountains over a hundred miles away.

I sat down on my usual bench and opened my senses to the stillness settling over the building, becoming a part of it.

After a while I stood up. There was something missing from the garden. Walking over to the mound of leaves, I grabbed a few handfuls and scattered them randomly over the lawn. Brushing off the bits of leaves sticking to my hands, I stepped away from the grass. Yes, it looked better now. Much better.

Swallows swooped from their nests in the eaves, the tips of their wings brushing past my head. I thought of a limestone cave I had once been to, high in the mountains. Carrying my briefcase and the watercolor, I walked out of the courtyard. In the sky above me, the last line of prayer from the mosque drifted away, leaving only silence where its echo had been.

 

Yugiri lay seven miles west of Tanah Rata, the second of the three main villages on the road going up to Cameron Highlands. I arrived there after a four-hour drive from Kuala Lumpur. I was in no hurry, stopping at various places along the way. Every few miles I would pass a roadside stall selling cloudy bottles of wild honey and blowpipes and bunches of foul-smelling petai beans. The road had been widened considerably since I last used it, the sharper turns smoothed out, but there were too many cars and tour buses, too many incontinent lorries leaking gravel and cement as they made their way to another construction site in the highlands.

It was the last week of September, the rainy season hovering around the mountains. Entering Tanah Rata, the sight of the former Royal Army Hospital standing on a steep rise filled me with a sense of familiar disquiet; Frederik had told me some time ago that it was now a school. A new hotel, with the inevitable mock-Tudor facade, towered behind it. Tanah Rata was no longer a village but a little town, its main street taken over by steamboat restaurants and tour agencies and souvenir shops. I was glad to leave them all behind me.

The guard was closing the wrought iron gates of Majuba Tea Estate when I drove past. I kept to the main road for half a mile  before realizing that I had missed the turn-off to Yugiri. Annoyed with myself, I swung the car around, driving more slowly until I found the turning, hidden by advertisement boards. The laterite road ended a few minutes later at Yugiri’s entrance. A Land Rover was parked by the roadside. I stopped my car next to it and got out, kicking the stiffness from my legs.

The high wall protecting the garden was patched in moss and old water stains. Ferns grew from the cracks. Set into the wall was a door. Nailed by the doorpost was a wooden plaque, a pair of Japanese ideograms burned into it. Below these words was the garden’s name in English: EVENING MISTS. I felt I was about to enter a place that existed only in the overlapping of air and water, light and time.

Looking above the top of the wall, my eyes followed the uneven tree line of the ridge rising behind the garden. I found the wooden viewing tower half-hidden in the trees, like the crow’s nest of a galleon that had foundered among the branches, trapped by a tide of leaves. A path threaded up into the mountains and for a few moments I stared at it, as if I might glimpse Aritomo walking home. Shaking my head, I pushed the door open, entered the garden and closed it behind me.

The sounds of the world outside faded away, absorbed into the leaves. I stood there, not moving. For a moment I felt that nothing had changed since I was last here, almost thirty-five years before—the scent of pine resin sticking to the air, the bamboo creaking and knocking in the breeze, the broken mosaic of sunlight scattered over the ground.

Guided by memory’s compass, I began to walk into the garden. I made one or two wrong turns but came eventually to the pond. I stopped, the twisting walk through the tunnel of trees heightening the effect of seeing the open sky over the water.

Six tall, narrow stones huddled into a miniature limestone mountain range in the center of the pond. On the opposite bank stood the pavilion, duplicated in the water so that it appeared like a paper lantern hanging in midair. A willow grew a few feet away from the pavilion’s side, its branches sipping from the pond.

In the shallows, a gray heron cocked its head at me, one leg poised in the air, like the hand of a pianist who had forgotten the notes to his music. It dropped its leg a second later and speared its  beak into the water. Was it a descendant of the one that had made its home here when I first came to Yugiri? Frederik had told me that there was always one in the garden—an unbroken chain of solitary birds. I knew it could not be the same bird from nearly forty years before, but as I watched it, I hoped that it was; I wanted to believe that by entering this sanctuary the heron had somehow managed to slip through the fingers of time.

To my right and at the top of an incline stood Aritomo’s house. Lights shone from the windows, the kitchen chimney scribbling smoke over the treetops. A man appeared at the front door and walked down the slope toward me. He stopped a few paces away, perhaps to create a space for us to study one another. We are like every single plant and stone and view in the garden, I thought, the distance between one another carefully measured.

“I thought you’d changed your mind,” he said, closing the space between us.

“The drive was longer than I remembered.”

“Places seem farther apart, don’t they, the older we get.”

At sixty-seven years old, Frederik Pretorius had the dignified air given off by an antique artwork, secure in the knowledge of its own rarity and value. We had kept in touch over the years, meeting up for drinks or a meal whenever he came down to Kuala Lumpur, but I had always resisted his invitations to visit Cameron Highlands. In the last two or three years his trips to KL had tapered off. Long ago I had realized that he was the only close friend I would ever have.

“The way you were watching that bird just now,” he said, “I felt you were looking back to the past.”

I turned to look at the heron again. The bird had moved farther out into the pond. Mist escaped from the water’s surface, whispers only the wind could catch. “I was thinking of the old days.”

“For a second or two there I thought you were about to fade away.” He stopped, then said, “I wanted to call out to you.”

“I’ve retired from the Bench.” It was the first time I had said it aloud to another person. Something seemed to detach from inside me and crumble away, leaving me less complete than before.

“I saw it in yesterday’s papers,” said Frederik.

“That photograph they took of me was dreadful, utterly dreadful.”

The lights in the garden came on, dizzying the flying insects. A  frog croaked. A few other frogs took up the call and then more still until the air and earth vibrated with a thousand gargles.

“Ah Cheong’s gone home,” said Frederik. “He’ll come tomorrow morning. I brought you some groceries. I imagine you haven’t had time to go to the shops yet.”

“That’s very thoughtful of you.”

“There’s something I need to discuss with you. Perhaps tomorrow morning, if you’re up to it?”

“I’m an early riser.”

“I haven’t forgotten.” His eyes hovered over my face. “You’re going to be all right on your own?”

“I’ll be fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He looked unconvinced but nodded. Then he turned and walked away, taking the path I had just come along, and disappeared into the shadows beneath the trees.

In the pond, the heron shook out its wings, tested them a few times and flew off. It circled the area once, gliding past me. At the end of its loop the bird opened its wings wide and followed the trail of stars that were just appearing. I stood there, my face turned upward, watching it dissolve into the twilight.

 

Returning to my bedroom, I remember the plate of papaya Ah Cheong brought me. I make myself eat the remaining slices, then unpack my bags and hang my clothes in the cupboard. In the last few years I have heard people complaining that the highlands’ climate is no longer as cool as it used to be, but I decide to put on a cardigan anyway.

The house is dark when I emerge from my room, and I have to remember my way along the twisting corridors. The tatami mats in the sitting room crackle softly when I walk on them, parched of oil from the press of bare soles. The doors to the verandah are open. Ah Cheong has placed a low, square table here, with thin rattan mats on each side of it. Below the verandah, five dark gray rocks, spaced apart, sit on a rectangular bed of gravel covered in leaves. One of the rocks is positioned further away from the others. Beyond this area, the ground slopes gently away to the edge of the pond.

Frederik arrives, looking unhappy about having to sit on the floor. He drops a manila folder onto the table and lowers his body  into a cross-legged position, wincing as he makes himself comfortable on the mat.

“Does it feel strange to be back here?” he asks.

“Everywhere I turn, I hear echoes of sounds made long ago.”

“I hear them too.”

He unties the string around the folder and arranges a sheaf of papers on the table. “The designs for our latest range. This one here”—a forefinger skates a sheet across the table’s lacquered surface to me—“this is for the packaging.”

The emblem used in the illustrations is familiar; what initially appear to be the veins of a tea leaf transform into a detailed drawing of the valleys, with Majuba House mazed into the lines.

“From the woodblock print Aritomo gave Magnus?” I say.

“I’d like to use it,” Frederik says. “I’ll pay you, of course—royalties, I mean.”

Aritomo had bequeathed Yugiri and the copyright in all his literary and artistic works to me. With rare exceptions I have never allowed anyone to reproduce them. “Use it,” I say. “I don’t want any payment.”

He does not hide his surprise.

“How is Emily?” I cut him off before he speaks. “She must be what, eighty-eight?” I strive to remember how old his aunt was when I met her all those years ago.

“She’ll have a fit if she hears that. She turned eighty-five this year.” He hesitates. “She’s not well. Some days her memory would shame an elephant’s, but there are also days . . .” His voice tapers away into a sigh.

“I’ll see her once I’ve settled in.” I know that Emily, like so many older Chinese, places great importance on having a younger person visit them first, to give them face.

“You’d better. I’ve told her you’re back.”

I wave a hand out to the garden. “Your workers have been taking good care of Yugiri.”

“Judges aren’t supposed to lie.” The smile on Frederik’s face sinks away a second later. “We both know my boys don’t have the skills to maintain it. And besides, as I keep telling you, I honestly don’t have the knowledge—or the interest, or the time—to make sure they do their work properly. The garden needs your attention.”  He stops, then says, “By the way, I’ve decided to make some changes to Majuba’s garden.”

“What kind of changes?”

“I’ve hired a landscape gardener to help me,” Frederik says. “Vimalya started her gardening service in Tanah Rata a year ago. She’s very much a fan of indigenous gardens.”

“Following the trend.” I do not bother to sieve the disdain from my voice.

His face twitches with annoyance. “We’re going back to everything nature intended. We’re using plants and trees native to the region. We’ll let them grow the way they would have done in the wild, with as little human assistance—or interference—as possible.”

“You’re removing all the pine trees in Majuba? And the firs, the eucalyptuses . . . the roses, the irises . . . the . . . the strelitzias?”

“They’re alien. All of them.”

“So is every single tea bush here. So am I. And so are you, Mr. Pretorius. Especially you.”

It is none of my concern, I know, but for almost sixty years, ever since Frederik’s uncle Magnus established Majuba Tea Estate, its formal gardens have been admired and loved. Visitors have been coming from all over the country to enjoy an English garden in the tropics. They walk among the meticulously shaped hedges and voluptuous flower beds, the herbaceous borders and the roses Emily planted. It pains me to hear that the garden is to be transformed, made to appear as though it forms part of the tropical rain forest crowding in around us—overgrown and unkempt and lacking any order.

“I’ve told you before, a long time ago—Majuba’s gardens are too artificial. The older I get, the more I don’t believe in having nature controlled. Trees should be allowed to grow as they please.” Frederik swings his gaze to the garden. “If it were up to me, all of this would be taken out.”

“What is gardening but the controlling and perfecting of nature?” I am aware my voice is rising. “When you talk about ‘indigenous gardening,’ or whatever it’s called, you already have man involved. You dig out beds, you chop down trees, and you  bring in seeds and cuttings. It all sounds very much planned to me.”

“Gardens like Yugiri’s are deceptive. They’re false. Everything here has been thought out and shaped and built. We’re sitting in one of the most artificial places you can find.”

Sparrows rise from the grass into the trees, like fallen leaves returning to their branches. I think about those elements of gardening Frederik is opposed to, aspects so loved by the Japanese—the techniques of controlling nature, perfected over a thousand years. Was it because they lived in lands so regularly rocked by earthquakes and natural calamities that they sought to tame the world around them? My eyes move to the sitting room, to the bonsai of a pine tree that Ah Cheong has so faithfully looked after. The immense trunk the pine would have grown into is now constrained to a size that would not look out of place on a scholar’s desk, trained to the desired shape by copper wire coiled around its branches. There are some people, like Frederik, who might feel that such practices are misguided, like trying to wield heaven’s powers on earth. And yet it was only in the carefully planned and created garden of Yugiri that I had found a sense of order and calm and even, for a brief moment of time, forgetfulness.

“Someone is coming to see me this morning,” I say. “From Tokyo. He’s going to look at Aritomo’s woodblock prints.”

“You’re selling them? Are you short of money?”

His concern touches me, cools my anger. In addition to being a garden designer, Aritomo was also a woodblock artist. After I admitted, in an unguarded moment during an interview, that he had left me a collection of his woodblock prints, connoisseurs in Japan tried to convince me to part with them, or to put them on exhibition. I have always refused, much to their resentment; many of them have made it clear that they do not see me as their rightful owner.

“Professor Yoshikawa Tatsuji contacted me a year ago,” I say. “He wanted to do a book on Aritomo’s prints. I declined to speak to him.”

Frederik’s eyebrows spring up. “But he’s coming here today?”

“I’ve recently made inquiries about him. He’s a historian. A  respected one. He’s written articles and books about his country’s actions in the war.”

“Denying that certain things ever took place, I’m sure.”

“He has a reputation for being objective.”

“Why would a historian be interested in Aritomo’s art?”

“Yoshikawa’s also an authority on Japanese woodblock prints.”

“Have you read any of his books?” Frederik asks.

“They’re all in Japanese.”

“You speak it, don’t you?”

“I used to, just enough to get by. Speaking it is one thing, but reading it . . . that’s something else.”

“In all these years,” Frederik says, “all these years, you’ve never told me what the Japs did to you.” His voice is mild, but I catch the seam of hurt buried in it.

“What they did to me, they did to thousands of others.”

I trace the lines of the leaf on the tea packaging with my finger. “Aritomo once recited a poem to me, about a stream that had dried up.” I think for a moment, then say, “Though the water has stopped flowing, we still hear the whisper of its name.”

“It’s still hard for you, isn’t it?” Frederik says. “Even so long after his death.”

It never fails to disconcert me whenever I hear someone mention Aritomo’s “death,” even after all this time. “There are days when I think he’s still out there, wandering in the mountains, like one of the Eight Immortals of Taoist legend, a sage making his way home,” I say. “But what amazes me is the fact that there are still people who keep coming here, just because they have heard the stories.”

“You know, he lived here for—what, thirteen years? Fourteen? He walked the jungle trails almost every day. He knew them better than some of the forestry guides. How could he have gotten lost?”

“Even monkeys fall from trees.” I try to recall where I have heard this, but it eludes me. It will come back to me, I think, trying to reassure myself. “Perhaps Aritomo wasn’t as familiar with the jungle as he thought he was.” From within the house I hear the bell ringing as someone pulls the rope at the gate. “That should be Yoshikawa.”

Frederik presses his hands on the table and gets up with an old  man’s grunt. I remain seated, watching the marks his palms have left on the table fade away.

“I’d like you to be here, Frederik, when I speak to him.”

“I have to rush. Full day ahead of me.”

Slowly I unfold my body until I am eye to eye with him. “Please, Frederik.”

He looks at me. After a moment he nods.






CHAPTER TWO

The historian has arrived precisely at the appointed time, and I wonder if he has heard of how I dealt with advocates who appeared late in my court. Ah Cheong shows him to the verandah a few minutes later.

“Professor Yoshikawa,” I greet him in English.

“Please call me Tatsuji,” he says, giving me a deep bow, which I do not return.

I nod toward Frederik. “Mr. Pretorius is a friend of mine.”

“Ah! From Majuba Tea Estate,” Tatsuji says, glancing at me before bowing to Frederik.

I indicate that Tatsuji should take the customary seat for an honored guest, giving him the best view of the garden. He is in his mid-sixties, dressed in a light gray linen suit, a white cotton shirt and a pale blue tie. Old enough to have fought in the war, I think, an almost subconscious assessment I apply to every Japanese man I have met. His eyes roam the low ceiling and the walls and the wooden posts before looking to the garden. “Yugiri,” he murmurs.

Ah Cheong appears with a tray of tea and a small brass bell. I pour the tea into our cups. Tatsuji looks away when I catch him staring at my hands. “Your reputation for refusing to talk to anyone in our circles is well-known, Judge Teoh,” he says when I place a teacup before him. “To be honest, I was not surprised when you refused to see me, but I was taken aback when you changed your mind.”

“I have since discovered your impressive reputation.”

“‘Notorious’ would be a better description,” Tatsuji replies, looking pleased nonetheless.

“Professor Yoshikawa has the habit of airing unpopular subjects in public,” I explain to Frederik.

“Every time there is a movement to change our history textbooks, to remove any reference to the crimes committed by our troops, every time a government minister visits the Yasukuni Shrine,” Tatsuji says, “I write letters to the newspapers objecting to it.”

“Your own people . . . ,” Frederik says, “how have they reacted to that?”

For a few moments Tatsuji does not speak. “I have been assaulted four times in the last ten years,” he replies at last. “I have received death threats. But still I go on radio shows and television programs. I tell everyone that we cannot deny our past. We have to make amends. We have to.”

I bring us back to the reason for our meeting. “Nakamura Aritomo has been unfashionable for so long. Even when he was still alive,” I say. “Why would you want to write about him now?”

“When I was younger, I had a friend,” Tatsuji says. “He owned a few pieces of Aritomo-sensei’s ukiyo-e. He always enjoyed telling people that they were made by the emperor’s gardener.” The historian kisses the rim of his cup and makes an appreciative noise. “Excellent tea.”

“From Majuba estate,” I tell him.

“I must remember to buy some,” Tatsuji tells Frederik.

“Ooky what? The stuff Aritomo made?” Frederik says.

“Woodblock prints,” Tatsuji replies.

“Did you bring them?” I interrupt him. “Those prints your friend owned?”

“They were destroyed in an air raid, along with his house.” He waits, and when I do not say anything he continues. “Because of my friend, I became interested in Nakamura Aritomo. There is nothing authoritative written on his artworks, or his life after he left Japan; I decided to write something.”

“Yun Ling doesn’t just give anyone permission to use Aritomo’s artworks, you know,” Frederik says.

“I’m aware that Aritomo-sensei left everything he owned to you, Judge Teoh,” Tatsuji says.

“You sent this to me.” I place the wooden stick on the table.

“You know what it is?” he asks.

“It’s the handle of a tattooing needle,” I reply, “used before tattooists switched to electric needles.”

“Aritomo-sensei produced a completely different type of artwork, one he never disclosed to the public.” Tatsuji reaches across the table and picks up the handle. His fingers are slender and his nails, I notice, manicured. “He was a horimono artist.”

“A what?” Frederik says, his cup halted halfway to his lips. His hand has a slight tremor. When was it that I began noticing these little signs of age in people around me?

“Aritomo-sensei was more than the emperor’s gardener.” Tatsuji shapes the knot of his tie with his thumb. “He was also a horoshi, a tattoo artist.”

I straighten my back.

“There has always been a close link between the woodblock artist and the horimono master,” Tatsuji continues. “They dip their buckets into the same well for inspiration.”

“And what well is that?” I ask.

“A book,” he says. “A novel from China, translated into Japanese in the eighteenth century. Suikoden. It became wildly popular when it was published.”

“Like one of those fads that regularly drives your schoolgirls into a frenzy,” Frederik remarks.

“It was much more than that,” Tatsuji says, raising a forefinger at Frederik before turning to me. “I prefer that we speak in private, Judge Teoh. If we can arrange to meet another time . . .”

Frederik moves to get up, but I shake my head at him. “What makes you so certain that Aritomo was a tattoo artist, Tatsuji?” I say.

The historian glances at Frederik, then looks at me. “A man I once knew had a tattoo on his body.” He stops for a few seconds, gazing at emptiness. “He told me it had been done by Aritomo-sensei.”

“And you believed him.”

Tatsuji stares into my eyes and I am struck by the pain in them. “He was my friend.”

“The same friend who had the collection of Aritomo’s woodblock prints?” I ask. Tatsuji nods. “Then you should have brought him here with you today.”

“He passed away . . . some years ago.”

For an instant I see Aritomo’s reflection on the surface of the table. I have to restrain from turning around to see if he is standing behind me, looking over my shoulder. I blink once, and he is  gone. “I agreed to see you on the matter of Aritomo’s woodblock prints,” I remind Tatsuji. “Are you still interested in them?”

“You will let me use his ukiyo-e?”

“We’ll discuss which of his prints will go into your book once you’ve finished examining them. But there will be no mention of tattoos supposedly created by him.” I hold up my hand as Tatsuji is about to interrupt. “If you breach any of my terms—any of them—I will make sure all copies of your book are pulped.”

“The Japanese people have a right to appreciate Aritomo-sensei’s works.”

I point to my chest. “I will decide what the Japanese people have a right to.” I get to my feet, wincing at my rusting joints. The historian stands up to assist me, but I brush his hand away. “I’ll get all the prints together. We’ll meet again in a few days’ time for you to look through them.”

“How many pieces are there?”

“I have no idea. Twenty or thirty perhaps.”

“You have never looked at them?”

“Only a few.”

“I am staying at the Smokehouse Hotel.” The historian writes down the telephone number on a piece of paper and gives it to me. “May I see the garden?”

“It hasn’t been properly looked after.” I ring the brass bell on the tray. “My housekeeper will show you out.”

 

The day is turning out to be cloudless, with a strong, clear light pouring into the garden. The leaves of the maple tree by the side of the house have begun to turn, soon to become heavy with red. For some inexplicable reason this maple has always defied the lack of changing seasons in the highlands. I lean against a wooden post, my knuckles kneading the pain in my hip. It will take me a while to get used to sitting in the Japanese style again. From the corner of my eye I catch Frederik watching me.

“I don’t trust that man, whatever his reputation,” he says. “You should let other experts look at the prints as well.”

“I don’t have much time here.”

“But I’d hoped you’d stay for a while,” he says. “There’s our new tearoom I want to show you. The views are magnificent. You can’t  leave again so soon.” He looks at me and a slow realization slackens his face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Something in my brain, something that shouldn’t be there.” I pull my cardigan tighter over my body. I sense him waiting for me to explain. “I’ve been having problems with names. There were occasions when I couldn’t think of the words I wanted to use.”

His hand brushes the air. “I have those moments too. That’s just age catching up with us.”

“This is different,” I say. He looks at me, and I wonder if I should have kept quiet about it. “Sitting in court one afternoon, all of a sudden I couldn’t make head or tail of what I had written.”

“The doctors, what did they say?”

“The neurosurgeons ran their tests. They told me what I had suspected. I’m losing my ability to read and write, to understand language, any language. In a year—perhaps more, probably less—I won’t be able to express my thoughts. I’ll be spouting gibberish. And what people say, and the words I see—on the page, on street signs, everywhere—will be unintelligible to me.” For a few seconds I am silent. “My mental competence will deteriorate. Dementia will shortly follow, unhinging my mind.”

Frederik stares at me. “Doctors can cure anything these days.”

“I don’t want to discuss this, Frederik. And keep this to yourself.” My palm stops him, my palm with its two stubs. A moment later I close my three fingers and draw them back, holding them tight in a bud. I feel as though they have captured something intangible from the air. “The time will come when I lose all my faculties . . . perhaps even my memories,” I say, keeping my voice calm with an effort.

“Write it down,” he says. “Write it all down, the memories that are most important to you. It shouldn’t be difficult—it’ll be like writing one of your judgments.”

I glance sidelong at him. “What do you know about my judgments?”

He gives me an embarrassed smile. “My lawyers have instructions to send a copy to me, every time the Law Reports publish them. You write well—your judgments are clear and engaging. I can still remember the case about the cabinet minister who used black magic to murder his mistress. You really should compile them into  a book.” The lines on his forehead deepen. “You once quoted an English judge. Didn’t he say that words are the tools of a lawyer’s trade?”

“Soon I won’t be able to use those tools anymore.”

“I’ll read them to you,” he says. “Whenever you want to hear your own words again, I’ll read them aloud to you.”

“Don’t you understand what I’ve been trying to tell you? By then I won’t be able to know what anyone says to me!” He doesn’t flinch from my anger, but the sorrow in his eyes is unbearable to look at. “You’d better go,” I say, pushing myself away from the post. My movements feel slow, heavy. “I’ve already made you late.”

He glances at his watch. “It’s not important. Just some journalists I have to show around the estate, charm them into writing something complimentary.”

“That shouldn’t be too difficult.”

A smile skims across his face, capsizing an instant later. He wants to say something more, but I shake my head. He takes the three low steps down from the verandah, then slowly turns around to face me. All of sudden he looks like an old, old man. “What are you going to do?”

“I am going for a walk.”

 

Ah Cheong hands a walking stick to me at the front door of the house. I shake my head, then take it from him. The stick has a comfortable heft. I look at it for a moment and then return it to him. Three or four steps later I stop and glance back over my shoulder. He is still standing there in the doorway, looking at me. I feel his eyes pinned on me all the way until I reach the opposite side of the pond. When I look back across the water, he has gone back inside the house.

The air is clean, as if it has never been breathed by any living thing. After the clammy heat of Kuala Lumpur, the change is welcome. It is almost noon, but the sun has slunk behind the clouds.

Lotus pads tile the surface of the pond. There are too many of them; I had not noticed it the previous evening when I arrived. The hedges on the opposite side of the pond had originally been shaped to resemble the waves of an ocean surging to the shore, but they have not been properly clipped and their lines are blurred. The  pavilion’s roof beams are sagging. The entire structure seems to be melting, losing the memory of its shape. Leaves and dead insects and bark peelings cover its floor. Something slithers among them and I step back.

The track leading into the garden is paved with rings of slate cut from drill cores discarded from the gold mines of Raub. Each turn in the path reveals a different view; at no point is the entire garden revealed, making it appear more extensive than it actually is. Ornaments lie half-hidden among the overgrown lallang grass: a granite torso; a sandstone Buddha’s head with his features smoothed by mist and rain; rocks with unusual shapes and striations. Stone lanterns, their eaves curtained with tattered spiderwebs, squat among the curling ferns. Yugiri was designed to look old from the first stone Aritomo set down, and the illusion of age he had created has been transformed into reality.

Frederik’s workers have been looking after the place, following the instructions I have given them. The garden has been maintained by untrained hands: branches that should have been left to grow pruned away; a view that should have been obscured opened up; a path widened without consideration to the overall harmony of the garden. Even the wind streaming through the shrubs sounds wrong because the undergrowth has been allowed to grow too densely and too high.

The omissions and errors are like the noise generated by a collection of badly tuned musical instruments. Aritomo once told me that of all the gardens he created, this one meant the most to him.

Halfway in my walk through the garden, I stop, turn around and head back to the house.

 

The fourteenth-century bronze Buddha in the study has not grown older; his face is unmarked by the cares of the world. Ah Cheong has opened the windows to air the room all day, but the smell of mildew from the books on the shelves ages the twilight filling up the house.

The feeling that something was wrong with me surfaced five or six months ago. I was often awakened by headaches in the night, and I began to tire easily. There were days when I could not summon up any interest in my work. My concerns sharpened into fear  when I began to forget names and words. It was not merely the unfolding of age, I suspected, but something more. I was frail when I emerged from the slave-labor camp, and my health has never recovered completely. I forced myself to pick up the life I had known before the war. Being an advocate, and later on, a judge, gave me solace; I found enjoyment in working with words, in applying the law. For over forty years I succeeded in staving off this exhaustion of the body, but I always feared that a day would come when there was nothing left to be depleted from me. What I did not expect was how soon, how swiftly that moment would arrive.

I have become a collapsing star, pulling everything around it, even the light, into an ever-expanding void.

Once I lose all ability to communicate with the world outside myself, nothing will be left but what I remember. My memories will be like a sandbar, cut off from the shore by the incoming tide. In time they will become submerged, inaccessible to me. The prospect terrifies me. For what is a person without memories? A ghost, trapped between worlds, without an identity, with no future, no past.

Frederik’s suggestion that I write down the things I do not want to forget has rooted itself into the crevices of my mind. It is futile, I know, but a part of me wants to make sure that, when the time comes, I will still have something that gives me the possibility, however meager, to orient myself, to help me determine what is real.

Sitting at Aritomo’s desk, I realize that there are fragments of my life that I do not want to lose, if only because I still have not found the knot to tie them up with.

When I have forgotten everything else, will I finally have the clarity to see what Aritomo and I have been to each other? If I can still read my own words by then, with no knowledge of who had set them down onto the page, will the answers come to me?

Outside, the mountains have been drawn into the garden, becoming a part of it. Aritomo was a master of shakkei, the art of Borrowed Scenery, taking elements and views from outside a garden and making them integral to his creation.

A memory drifts by. I reach for it, as if I am snatching at a leaf spiraling down from a high branch. I have to. Who knows if it will ever come back to me again?

During the Emergency, some of the people who were given a private tour of Majuba Tea Estate would also ask to see Yugiri. And sometimes Aritomo allowed it. On such occasions, I would be waiting for them at the main entrance. Most of the visitors were senior government officials taking a holiday with their wives in Cameron Highlands before going back to waging war on the communist terrorists hiding in the jungles. They had heard about the garden in the mountains and wanted to see it for themselves, to boast to their friends that they had been one of the privileged few to have walked in it. Murmurs of anticipation would warm the air as I welcomed the group. “What does ‘Yugiri’ mean?” someone—usually one of the wives—would ask, and I would answer them, “Evening Mists.”

And if the hour was right and the light willing, they might even catch a glimpse of Aritomo, dressed in his gray yukata and hakama, raking out lines on white gravel, moving as if he were practicing calligraphy on stone. Observing the expressions on the visitors’ faces, I knew that some, if not all of them, were wondering if their eyes had made a mistake, if they were seeing something that should not have been there. That same notion had entered my mind the first time I saw Aritomo.

He never accompanied these people on the tour of his garden, preferring that I entertain them. But he would stop what he was doing and talk to the visitors when I introduced him to them. I was certain that the questions had all been asked before, over the long years since he had first come to these mountains. Nevertheless, he would answer them patiently, with no hint of weariness that I could detect. “That is correct,” he would tell them, prefacing his answers with a slight bow. “I was the emperor’s gardener. But that was in a different lifetime.”

Invariably, someone would inquire as to why he had given it all up to come to Malaya. A puzzled look would spread across Aritomo’s face, as though he had never been asked that particular question before. I would catch the flit of pain in his eyes and, for a few moments, we would hear nothing except the birds calling out in the trees. Then he would give a short laugh and say, “Perhaps someday, before I cross the floating bridge of dreams, I will discover the reason. I will tell you then.”

On a few occasions one of the visitors—usually someone who  had fought in the war, or, like me, had been imprisoned in one of the Japanese camps—would grow belligerent; I could always tell who these would be, even before they opened their mouths to speak. Aritomo’s eyes would become arctic, the ends of his mouth curving downward. But he would always remain polite, bracketing all his answers with a bow before walking away from us.

Despite the intrusive questions, I had always felt there were times when Aritomo liked to think that he, too, was one of the reasons people came to visit Yugiri, that they hoped for a sight of him, as though he were a rare and unusual wild orchid not to be found anywhere else in Malaya. Perhaps that was why, in spite of his dislike of them, Aritomo had never stopped me from introducing the visitors to him, and why he was always dressed in his traditional clothes whenever he knew a group would be coming to see his garden.

Ah Cheong has already gone home. The house is still. Leaning back in the chair, I close my eyes. Images fly across my vision. A flag flutters in the wind. A waterwheel turns. A pair of cranes take off over a lake, hauling themselves with beating wings higher and higher into the sky, heading into the sun.

The world seems different, somehow, when I open my eyes again. Clearer, more defined, but also smaller.

It will not be very much different from writing a judgment, I tell myself. I will find the words I require; they are nothing more than the tools that I have used all of my life. From the chambers of my memory I will draw out and set down all recollections of the time I spent with Aritomo. I will dance to the music of words, for one more time.

Through the windows I watch the mists thicken, wiping away the mountains borrowed by the garden. Are the mists, too, an element of shakkei incorporated by Aritomo? I wonder. To use not only the mountains, but the wind, the clouds, the ever-changing light? Did he borrow from heaven itself?






CHAPTER THREE

My name is Teoh Yun Ling. I was born in 1923 in Penang, an island on the northwest coast of Malaya. Being Straits Chinese, my parents spoke mainly English, and they had asked a family friend who was a poet to choose a name for me. Teoh is my surname, my family name. As in life, the family must come first. That was what I had always been taught. I had never changed the order of my name, not even when I studied in England, and I had never taken on an English name just to make it easier for anyone.

I came to Majuba Tea Estate on the sixth of October, 1951. My train was two hours late pulling into the Tapah Road station, so I was relieved when I glimpsed Magnus Pretorius from the window of my carriage. He was sitting on a bench, a newspaper folded on his lap, and he stood up as the train came to a stop. He was the only man on the platform with an eye-patch. I stepped down from the carriage and waved to him. I walked past the Wickham Trolley carrying the two soldiers manning the machine guns mounted on it; the armored wagon had escorted the train from the moment we had left Kuala Lumpur. Sweat plastered my cotton blouse to my back as I pushed through the crowd of young Australian soldiers in khaki uniforms, ignoring their whistles and the looks they gave me.

Magnus scattered the Tamil porters mobbing me. “Yun Ling,” he said, taking my bag. “Is this all your barang?”

“I’m only staying a week.”

He was in his late sixties, although he looked ten years younger. Taller than me by half a foot, he carried the excess weight so common in men his age well. He was balding, the hair around the sides of his head white, his remaining eye mired in wrinkles, but startlingly blue.

“Sorry you had to wait, Magnus,” I said. “We had to stop for endless checks. I think the police were tipped off about an ambush.”

“Ag, I knew you’d be late.” His accent—the vowels flattened and truncated—was distinct even after forty-odd years in Malaya. “The stationmaster made an announcement. Lucky there wasn’t an attack, hey?” I followed him through a gate in the barbed-wire fence surrounding the train station, to an olive-green Land Rover parked under a stand of mango trees. Magnus swung my bag into the backseat; we climbed in and drove off.

Above the limestone hills in the distance, heavy clouds were gathering to hammer the earth with rain later in the evening. The main street of Tapah was quiet, and the wooden blinds of the Chinese shophouses—painted with advertisements for Poh Chai indigestion pills and Tiger Balm ointment—were lowered against the afternoon sun. At the junction turning into the trunk road, Magnus stopped for military vehicles speeding past: scout cars with gun turrets, boxy armored personnel carriers and lorries packed with soldiers. They were heading south, toward Kuala Lumpur.

“Something’s happened,” I said.

“No doubt we’ll hear about it on the evening news.”

At a security checkpoint just before the road tipped upward to the mountains, a Malay special constable lowered the metal barrier and ordered us out of the car. Another constable behind an embankment trained a Bren gun on us, while a third searched our car and pushed a wheeled mirror under it. The constable who had stopped us asked to see our identity cards. I felt a spurt of anger when he searched me but left Magnus alone. I suspected that his hands were less intrusive than they usually were as they patted my body: I was not the typical Chinese peasant they were used to, and the presence of Magnus, a white man, was probably a deterrent.

Behind us, an old Chinese woman was ordered off her bicycle. A conical straw hat shaded her face and her black cotton trousers were stiff with dried rubber latex. An SC rooted around inside her rattan basket and held up a pineapple. “Tolong lah, tolong lah,” the woman pleaded in Malay. The policeman pulled on the top and bottom sections of the pineapple and the fruit came apart in half. Uncooked rice concealed in the hollowed-out fruit streamed to the ground. The old woman’s wails became louder as the constables dragged her into a hut by the roadside.

“Clever,” Magnus remarked, nodding at the mound of rice on the road.

“The police once caught a rubber-tapper smuggling sugar out of his village,” I said.

“In a pineapple?”

“He mixed it in the water in his canteen. It was one of the first cases I prosecuted.”

“You’ve done a lot of cases like that?” he said as the SC raised the barrier and waved us through.

“Enough to receive death threats,” I said. “One of the reasons I resigned.”

Less than half a mile further we stopped behind a line of lorries, their tarpaulins peeled back. Scrawny Chinese attendants sat on gunnysacks of rice, cooling themselves with tattered bamboo fans. “Good. I was worried we had missed the convoy,” Magnus said, switching off the engine.

“We’ll be crawling up the mountain,” I said, looking at the vehicles.

“Can’t be helped, meisiekind. But at least we’ll be escorted,” Magnus said, pointing to two armored scout cars at the head of the line.

“Any recent attacks in Cameron Highlands?”

Three years had passed since the Malayan Communist Party had launched its guerrilla war against the government, forcing the high commissioner to declare a state of emergency. The war showed no signs of ending, with the communist terrorists—which the government referred to as “CTs” or, more commonly, “bandits”—keeping up regular attacks on rubber estates and tin mines.

“They’ve been ambushing buses and army vehicles. But last week they showed up at a vegetable farm. Torched the buildings and killed the manager,” Magnus said. “You haven’t exactly picked the best of times to visit us.”

The sun reflected off the vehicles in front. I wound down my window but that only let in a rush of heat shimmering off the road. More cars had stopped behind us while we were waiting. Fifteen minutes later we were moving again. For security reasons, the undergrowth along the road had been hacked away and the trees felled, leaving only a narrow field of stumps. Far back from the road,  beneath what had once been the cool shadows of trees, an aboriginal longhouse stood high on stilts, like an ark that had been washed up by a flood. An old woman in a sarong squatted on a tree stump and watched us, her breasts exposed, her lips painted bright red.

Groves of bamboo leaned into the road, filtering the light into weak yellow patches. A lorry, overloaded with cabbages, careened down from the opposite direction, pushing us against the rock face on the side of the road; I could have reached out and pulled a clump of ferns growing on it. The temperature continued to drop, the air warmed only in the short stretches where the road dozed in the sun. At the Lata Iskandar waterfall, the sprays opened its net of whispers over us, rinsing the air with moisture that had traveled all the way from the mountain peaks, carrying with it the tang of trees and mulch and earth.

We arrived in Tanah Rata an hour later, the road entering the village watched over by a red-brick building perched on a rise. “You might want to explore the area,” Magnus said, “but remember the village gates close at six.”

Mist washed the lorries in front of us into gray, shapeless hulks. Magnus switched on his headlights, turning the world into a jaundiced murk. Visibility improved once we left the main street. “There’s the Green Cow,” Magnus said. “We’ll go there for drinks one evening.” We picked up speed, passing the Tanah Rata Golf Club. Looking at Magnus from the corner of my eye, I wondered how he and his wife had coped in the Japanese Occupation. Unlike so many of the Europeans living in Malaya, they had not evacuated when the Japanese soldiers came, but had remained in their home.

“Here we are,” he said, slowing down the car as we approached the entrance into Majuba Tea Estate. The granite gateposts were gouged with empty sockets where the hinges had once been set, like teeth that had been pulled out. “The Japs took the gates. I haven’t been able to replace them.” He shook his head in disgust. “The war’s been over for, what, six years already? But we’re still short of materials.”

Tea bushes clad the hillsides, shaped into box hedges by decades of picking. Moving between the waist-high bushes, workers plucked the leaves with voracious fingers, throwing fistfuls of them over  their shoulders into rattan baskets strapped to their backs. The air had a herbal undertone, more a flavor than a scent.

“It’s the tea, isn’t it?” I said, inhaling deeply.

“The fragrance of the mountains,” Magnus replied. “That’s what I miss most, whenever I’m away.”

“The place doesn’t look as if it suffered too much damage in the Occupation.”

Hearing the bitterness in my voice, Magnus’s face tightened. “We had to put in a lot of work to rebuild after the war. We were lucky. The Japs needed us to keep production running.”

“They didn’t intern you and your wife?”

“Ja, they did, in a way,” he replied with a touch of defensiveness. “The senior army officers moved into our home. We lived in a fenced-off compound on the estate.” He sounded his horn, sending a tea picker who had strayed onto the road skipping back onto the grassy verge. “Every morning we were marched to the slopes to work alongside our coolies. But I have to say, the Japs were kinder to us than the English were to my people.”

“So now you’ve been a prisoner twice,” I said, recalling that he had fought in the Boer War. He would have been only about seventeen or eighteen then. Almost the same age I had been when I was interned.

“And now I’m in the middle of another war.” He shook his head. “Seems to be my fate, doesn’t it?”

The road took us further into the estate, winding uphill until we came to a long driveway lined with eucalyptus trees. The driveway funneled open at a circular ornamental pond, a line of ducklings on the water smearing the reflection of the house. The barbed-wire fence protecting the grounds reminded me of my internment camp.

“It’s a Cape Dutch house,” Magnus said, misreading the uneasiness on my face. “Very common where I came from.”

A Gurkha hurried out from the guard post to open the gates. A pair of large brown dogs loped alongside the car as Magnus drove around the house to the garage behind. “Don’t worry, they won’t bite.” He pointed to the darker strip of fur along their spine. “Rhodesian ridgebacks. That one’s Brolloks; the smaller one’s Bittergal.”

The two dogs looked equally big to me, their cold, wet noses  sniffing at my shins as I got out of the Land Rover. “Come, come,” Magnus said, hefting my bag. At the front lawn he stopped, swept out an arm and said, “Majuba House.”

The walls of the one-story house were plastered in white, setting off the black thatch of river reeds combed down the roof. Four wide windows, spaced generously apart, took up each flank of the front door. The wooden shutters and the frames were the green of algae. A holbol gable with a plasterwork of leaves and grapes capped the porch. Tall stalks of flowers that I later found out were called strelitzias grew by the windows, their red and orange and yellow flowers reminding me of the origami birds a Japanese guard in my camp had so loved to fold. I pushed the memory away.

On the roof, the wind pulled at a flag, the broad stripes of orange, white, blue, and green unfamiliar to me. “The Vierkleur,” Magnus said, following my gaze. “The Transvaal flag.”

“You’re not taking it down?” The hoisting of foreign national flags had been prohibited the year before, to prevent the flying of the Chinese flag by supporters of the Malayan Communist Party.

“They’ll have to shoot me first.”

He did not remove his shoes before going inside, and I followed his example. The walls in the hallway were painted white, the yellow wood floorboards buttered by the evening sun through the windows. In the living room, a row of paintings on a wall caught my attention, and I went in for a closer look. They were scenes of a mountainous landscape, barren and stretching to the horizon. “Thomas Baines. And those lithographs there of the fever trees—they’re Pierneef,” Magnus said, looking pleased at my interest. “From the Cape.”

A reflection spilled into the frame; I turned around to face a Chinese woman in her late forties, her graying hair pulled back into a bun. “My Lao Puo, Emily,” Magnus said, giving his wife a kiss on her cheek.

“We’re so happy you’re here, Yun Ling,” she said. A loose beige skirt softened the lines of her thin figure, and a red cardigan was caped over her shoulders.

“Where’s Frederik?” Magnus said.

“Don’t know. Probably in his bungalow,” Emily said. “Our guest looks tired, Lao Kung. It’s been a long day for her. Stop showing  off your house and take her to her room. I’m off to the clinic—Muthu’s wife was bitten by a snake.”

“Have you called Dr. Yeoh?” Magnus asked.

“Of course-lah. He’s on his way. Yun Ling, we’ll talk later?” She nodded to me and left us.

Magnus led me down the hallway. “Frederik’s your son?” I asked; I could not recall having heard anything about him.

“My nephew. He’s a captain in the Rhodesian African Rifles.”

The house was filled with reminders of Magnus’s homeland—ocher-colored rugs woven by some African tribe, porcupine quills sticking out of a crystal vase, a two-foot-long bronze sculpture of a leopard in pursuit of an unseen prey. We passed a little room in the eastern wing at the back of the house, not much larger than a linen closet. A radio set took up half of a narrow table. “That’s how we stay in touch with the other farms. We got them after the CTs cut down our phone lines too many times for our liking.”

My room was the last one in the passageway. The walls—and even the Bakelite switches—were painted white, and for a few seconds I thought I was back in the Ipoh General Hospital again. On a table stood a vase of flowers I had never seen in the tropics before, creamy white and trumpet shaped. I rubbed my wrist against one of the flowers; it had the texture of velvet. “What are these?”

“Arum lilies. I had bulbs sent over from the Cape,” Magnus said. “They grow well here.” He set my bag down by a teak cupboard and said, “How’s your mother? Any improvements?”

“She’s lost in her own world. Completely. She doesn’t even ask me about Yun Hong anymore.” I was glad in a way, but I did not tell him that.

“You should have come here to recuperate, after the war.”

“I was waiting for a reply from the university.”

“But to work for the War Crimes Tribunal—after what had happened to you?” He shook his head. “I’m surprised your father allowed it.”

“It was only for three months.” I stopped, then said, “He had heard no news of me or Yun Hong all through the war. He didn’t know what to make of me when he saw me. I was a ghost to him.”

It was the only time in my life that I had seen my father cry. He had aged so much. But then, I suppose, so had I. My parents had  left Penang and moved to Kuala Lumpur. In the new house he took me upstairs to my mother’s room, walking with a limp that he had never had before the war. My mother had not recognized me, and she had turned her back to me. After a few days she remembered I was her daughter, but each time she saw me she began asking about Yun Hong—where she was, when she was coming home, why she had not returned yet. After a while I began to dread visiting her.

“It was better for me to be out of the house, to keep myself occupied,” I said. “He didn’t say it, but my father felt the same way.”

It had not been difficult to be hired as an assistant researcher—a position that was nothing more than a clerk, really—at the War Crimes Tribunal in Kuala Lumpur. So many people had been killed or wounded in the war that the British Military Administration had faced a shortage of staff when the Japanese surrendered. Recording the testimonies of the victims of the Imperial Japanese Army affected me more seriously than I had anticipated, however. Watching the victims break down as they related the brutalities they had endured, I was made aware that I had yet to recover from my own experience. I was glad when I received my letter of admission from Girton.

“How many war criminals did they actually get in the end?” asked Magnus.

“In Singapore and Malaya together, a hundred and ninety-nine were sentenced to death—but only a hundred were eventually hanged,” I said, looking into the bathroom. It was bright and airy, the floor a cold chessboard of black and white tiles. A claw-footed bathtub stood by the wall. “I attended only nine of the hangings before I left for Girton.”

“My magtig.” Magnus looked appalled.

For a while we were silent. Then he opened a door next to the cupboard and asked me to follow him outside the room. A gravel path ran behind the house, taking us past the kitchen until we came to a broad terrace with a well-tended lawn. A pair of marble statues stood on their own plinths in the center of the lawn, facing one another. On my first glance they appeared to be identical, down to the folds of their robes spilling over the plinths.

“Bought them ridiculously cheap from an old planter’s wife after the planter ran off with his fifteen-year-old lover,” said Magnus. “The one on the right is Mnemosyne. You’ve heard of her?”

“The goddess of Memory,” I said. “Who’s the other woman?”

“Her twin sister, of course. The goddess of Forgetting.”

I looked at him, wondering if he was pulling my leg. “I don’t recall there’s a goddess for that.”

“Ah, doesn’t the fact of your not recalling prove her existence?” He grinned. “Maybe she exists, but it’s just that we have forgotten.”

“So, what’s her name?”

He shrugged, showing me his empty palms. “You see, we don’t even remember her name anymore.”

“They’re not completely identical,” I said, going closer to them. Mnemosyne’s features were defined, her nose and cheekbones prominent, her lips full. Her sister’s face looked almost blurred; even the creases of her robe were not as clearly delineated as Mnemosyne’s.

“Which one would you say is the older twin?” asked Magnus.

“Mnemosyne, of course.”

“Really? She looks younger, don’t you think?”

“Memory must exist before there’s forgetting.” I smiled at him. “Or have you forgotten that?”

He laughed. “Come on. Let me show you something.” He stopped at the low wall running along the edge of the terrace. Pinned to the highest plateau in the estate, Majuba House had an unimpeded view of the countryside. He pointed to a row of fir trees about three-quarters of the way down a hill. “That’s where Aritomo’s property starts.”

“It doesn’t look far to walk.” I guessed it would take me about twenty minutes to get there.

“Don’t be fooled. It’s further than it looks. When are you meeting him?”

“Half past nine tomorrow morning.”

“Frederik or one of my clerks will drive you there.”

“I’ll walk.”

The determination in my face silenced him for a moment. “Your letter took Aritomo by surprise . . . I don’t think he was at all happy to receive it.”

“It was your idea for me to ask him, Magnus. You didn’t tell him that I had been interned in a Japanese camp, I hope?”

“You asked me not to,” he said. “I’m glad he’s agreed to design your garden.”

“He hasn’t. He’ll only decide after he’s spoken to me.”

Magnus adjusted the strap of his eye-patch. “You resigned even before he’s made up his mind? Rather irresponsible, isn’t it? Didn’t you like prosecuting?”

“I did, at first. But in the last few months I’ve started to feel hollow . . . I felt I was wasting my time.” I paused. “And I was furious when the Japan Peace Treaty was signed.”

Magnus cocked his head at me; his black silk eye-patch had the texture of a cat’s ear. “What’s that got to do with the price of eggs?”

“One of the articles in the treaty states that the Allied Powers recognize that Japan should pay reparations for the damage and suffering caused during the war. However, because Japan could not afford to pay, the Allied Powers would waive all reparation claims of the Allied Powers and their nationals. And their nationals.” I realized that I was near to ranting, but I was unable to stop myself. It was a relief to uncork myself and let my frustrations spill out. “So you see, Magnus, the British made certain that no one—not a single man or woman or child who had been tortured and imprisoned or massacred by the Japs—none of them or their families can demand any form of financial reparation from the Japanese. Our government betrayed us!”

“You sound surprised.” He snorted. “Well, now you know what the fokken Engelse are capable of. Excuse me,” he added.

“I lost interest in my work. I insulted my superiors. I quarreled with my colleagues. I made disparaging remarks about the government to anyone who would listen. One of them who heard me was a reporter for the Straits Times.” Thinking about it brought back a flood of bitterness. “I didn’t resign, Magnus. I was sacked.”

“That must have upset your father,” he said. Was there a mischievous—even malicious—glint in his eye?

“He called me an ungrateful daughter. He had pulled so many strings to get me that job, and I had made him lose face.”

Magnus clasped his hands behind his back. “Well, whatever Aritomo decides, I hope you’ll stay with us for a while. A week’s  too short. And it’s your first time here. There are plenty of nice places to see. Come to the sitting room later, say in an hour’s time. We have drinks before dinner,” he said, before returning into the house through the kitchen.

The air became colder, but I remained out there. The mountains swallowed up the sun, and night seeped into the valleys. Bats squeaked, hunting invisible insects. A group of prisoners in my camp once caught a bat; the ravenous men had stretched its wings over a meager fire, the glow showing up the thin bones beneath its skin.

On the edge of Nakamura Aritomo’s property, the failing light transformed the firs into pagodas, sentinels protecting the garden behind them.
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