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The Concubine’s Child

Prologue

In the slatted light, she glimpsed a flash of white slipping 

past the open door of the bedchamber. She closed her eyes and 

in the golden shadows behind her eyelids, saw her again. The 

girl in white. Long hair flowing loose as she floated across the 

garden and disappeared between the mango trees into the jungle.

Neuih gwai. Ghost maiden.

Haunting them still.

She considered calling Ho Jie, but the old woman would only 

ridicule her fears. And it was too early to ask for the shutters to 

be opened, for there would be no cooling breeze, only searing 

midday sun. Outside, the neighbourhood dogs snoozed in shady 

sanctuaries and the macaques had taken to the trees to rest and 

groom one another. She was alone. The doctor had departed 

hours ago, leaving the pungent scent of herbs lingering in the 

room. She had tried to wave him away, but Ho Jie overruled 

her feeble protest. Once upon a time, the amah wouldn’t have 

dared question her will, but these days servant had become 

mistress. The amah’s black trousers and white blouse were 

merely a cunning disguise, as deceptive as her mild old-lady 

face and her habit of nodding when she meant no.

So the doctor pounded his dried fungi and desiccated roots 

into a foul paste, before setting them to boil while he tormented 

her with needles that wound in a trail along her spine, like the 

Jones_CONCUBINE'S CHILD_Text.indd   7 12/03/2018   11:46



viii

Carol Jones

quills of a porcupine. She could have told him it was pointless. 

Almost as futile as prayer, no matter how many joss sticks 

you lit.

Now she lay prostrate in her bed, immobilised by the humid 

air, the medicinal aroma of herbs and her own impotence. Half 

a century ago she had first lain in this bed, a nervous sixteen-

year-old bride, trusting to phoenix and peonies to bring her luck. 

She had had such expectations, if not of happiness, then at least 

of the ancestors’ approval. Yet all the dragons and phoenixes in 

the world hadn’t managed to bestow upon her their promised 

benevolence.

She glanced again at the open door, wishing that it could all 

end here. Her son would return soon, tapping at the door to ask 

after her health. But they both knew she would never recover. 

She scanned the room, her eyes roaming over gilded cabinets, 

table and stools inlaid with mother-of-pearl, washstand and 

dresser littered with pills and potions, before settling on the 

small desk tucked beneath the window where her writing tools 

lay. Perhaps it was time for the truth. 

Sliding across the silk coverlet, she dropped her feet to the 

floor and stood holding the bedpost for support. Thick rugs 

dotted the parquetry like islands. She ventured a few steps, 

lurching across a field of white chrysanthemums to the table, 

then a further reel to the desk. She lowered herself onto a stiff-

backed chair, dribbled water onto ink-stone, and began grinding 

ink-stick. Then, weighting a sheet of rice paper, she selected a 

brush. Yet just as she was about to commit to paper the truth, 

as she knew it, sharp pain lanced her lower back, spearing into 

her abdomen and blurring her vision. She had to hurry now or 

they might never be free.
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She had to hope that if her son knew the truth he might 

stand a chance of surviving a dead girl’s spite. He might find a 

way to save them, even if he came to despise his mother. Even 

if he cursed her, all the while burning hell money for her soul.

His hatred would be her penance.
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The Concubine’s Child

1

Kuala Lumpur 1930

Yu Lan was finding it difficult to concentrate on the teacher’s 

words, for across the courtyard of the clan house a woman was 

remonstrating with her ancestors. She wasn’t a poor woman, a 

seller of vegetables or a loud-voiced aunty from one of the stores 

along Petaling Street. Yu Lan saw at a glance that she was wealthy. 

She wore a long silk cheongsam printed with diagonal stripes, 

patent leather shoes and stiffly waved hair in the latest fashion. 

Her outfit would have cost more than the entire Lim family 

wardrobe. Yet she seemed heedless of this fact as she knelt on the 

dusty stone floor, with ash drifting about her shoulders from the 

enormous brass brazier that smoked with incense day and night.

The teacher’s dull monotone couldn’t compete with the 

woman’s theatrical worship, her sweeping arm movements, 

exaggerated bows and high-pitched caterwauling of complaint. 

She might have been an actor in a Cantonese opera troupe. It 

was apparent, however, that her prayers weren’t being answered, 

for she was shaking her fist at the heavens. If Yu Lan were the 

woman’s dead relative, she wouldn’t be inclined to intercede in 

her affairs either. Not for a few paltry joss sticks and some stale 

rice buns. She would be more inclined to shut her heavenly ears 

and hope the woman never joined her in the celestial realm.
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Looking beyond the reproachful woman, she tried to focus 

her thoughts. Her eyes wandered to the banner hanging from 

the roof above her head, emblazoned with three gold characters. 

She recognised the word tong, which meant hall, but she was 

yet to learn the other words. And above the banner, above the 

swinging red-paper lanterns and the gold-leaf frieze, were the 

bamboo-styled tiles crowned with carvings of gods, animals 

and plants, and the capricious dragons that prowled the rooftop.

‘Ah Lan!’ shouted Lou-si, startling her out of her reverie. 

‘Have you more important things to do with your time than 

listen to your teacher?’

‘Not important, Lou-si. I was thinking about what you said,’ 

she answered, drawn back to earth by the sound of her teacher’s 

angry voice.

‘And what was that?’

‘You said… you said…’

Around her the other children giggled. At sixteen, she was 

the oldest student in the afternoon class held by the Chan Clan 

Association, where the students shared the building and its 

central courtyard with the ancestral tablets, altar and gods. 

Yet she knew no more than eight-year-old Ping, the son of 

the newspaper seller. Her own younger brother had started 

school when he was six, with her second brother following soon 

after. But their father had decided long ago that school was a 

waste of money for a daughter, since girls were temporary. Girls 

would one day belong to their husbands’ families. Yu Lan was 

more useful helping her mother or sorting herbs in her father’s 

apothecary shop on High Street than wasting her time at school.

Ma was glad of the help too, for she had been born in China 

and her tiny lotus feet often gave her pain, particularly if she 
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had to walk far. So it was only recently that Ma had prevailed 

upon Ba to let her attend class, saying it would help them find 

her a better husband if she could read and write. She would 

also be more useful in the shop, able to read labels and doctors’ 

prescriptions.

Yu Lan already had a boy in mind as a husband, a fact she 

dare not tell her father. If she could read, perhaps that boy’s 

father would see her worth. He might be inclined to accept a 

modest dowry. If she could read, she might have more choices. 

She might have some say in her destiny. She was grateful to 

her mother for the opportunity to attend class at the clan asso-

ciation, but so far reading and writing had proved illusory. 

Memorising characters was like learning to count stars. Just as 

she had one in her sights it escaped into the infinite sky above.

‘Perhaps this will jog your memory,’ said Lou-si, striding 

over to the low stool where she sat with her slate upon her knee, 

and striking her hand with the bamboo cane he kept expressly 

for that purpose, his infallible teacher’s aid.

‘Thank you, Lou-si,’ she said, bowing her head. It wouldn’t 

do to be ungrateful because she might receive another whack. 

At least she had learned that lesson well.

Once she had believed she was clever. She had no trouble 

learning the names of hundreds of dried plant and animal parts 

that her father sold in his shop. She memorised which ingredients 

were stored in each of the small wooden drawers. She even knew 

the uses for most of them. But since coming to the clan house 

she realised that she was a know-nothing girl, more stupid than 

an eight-year-old. Characters that Ping had no trouble learning 

twisted and turned like snakes, slipping away before her eyes. 

Just like her choices.
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‘Stand up! Now, what does this say?’ asked Lou-si, pointing 

his stick at two words he had written on the blackboard.

Setting her slate on the floor she stood, arms rigid at her 

sides. She wished she could shrink her long gangling body so 

that she took up less space. The other girls at the clan house were 

slightly made with fine-boned wrists and tiny waists that you 

could span with two hands, whereas she was as big-boned as 

any of the European women who took tea at the Selangor Club. 

Somewhere amongst her father’s southern Chinese ancestors 

a tall northerner must have intruded. Like her father, Yu Lan 

stood out even on the crowded streets of Chinatown. When her 

parents had named her for the jade orchid, that elegant flowering 

tree with dark, glossy leaves and sculptural white flowers, they 

could never have imagined she would grow into a tall, clumsy 

girl who stood tongue-tied before children half her age.

Now, as well as being singled out for ridicule and stinging 

pain, she felt her palms begin to sweat and her throat constrict. 

She recognised one of the characters on the blackboard, two 

downward curving strokes crossing each other with a horizontal 

stroke above, but the other escaped her.

‘Um… female… woman…’

‘But what kind of woman? A young woman? An old woman… 

a stupid woman?’

Her classmates sniggered again, not bothering to hide their 

laughter from the teacher. Even the rich woman chastising her 

ancestors turned to stare at the sound of giggling children, 

frowning at the girl whose plight had so rudely interrupted her 

conversation. They were all about to witness her shame. Her 

ignorance. Squinting her eyes into slits, Yu Lan tried to make 

sense of the shapes on the blackboard. She could see the shape 
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for ‘mouth’ but there were so many squiggles that the meaning 

of the word was beyond her.

‘Ah Ping, tell her the word.’

‘The word is “ghost”,’ the boy said, throwing a superior 

glance in her direction.

‘And what was our lesson about?’

‘We’ve been reading a story by the famous scholar Yuen Mei, 

about the Widow Ma. She hanged herself from a roof beam then 

returned as a ghost to haunt the stepson who wronged her. It 

was very scary.’ He shivered ostentatiously with the thrill of it. 

Everyone enjoyed a good ghost story.

‘And what did we learn from the tale?’ asked Lou-si.

‘We learned that it’s not a good idea to let a woman hang 

herself from a roof beam in your house,’ answered Ping, and 

the other children laughed.

Yu Lan thought that perhaps it wasn’t a good idea to wrong 

your stepmother either. But she kept that to herself. Who was 

she to say, when she had deciphered only one word of the story?

‘So you must practise at home, if you want to learn.’

‘I will practise.’

‘Do you wish to remain a know-nothing girl? Or do you 

wish to have some choices in your life?’ the teacher asked, his 

frown softening for a moment. He was harsh, but he wanted 

her to learn.

‘I don’t wish to remain a know-nothing girl,’ she said, looking 

down at the red welt that was already forming across the back 

of her hand. She didn’t think to question her punishment. She 

expected to be beaten for stupidity, or laziness, or a myriad 

other sins. She expected to respect and obey her elders or suffer 

the consequences. That was the way of her world. Shoving the 
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offending hand into the pocket of her trousers, she closed her 

fingers around a small round object nestling there and slipped 

it over her thumb. She relished the smooth cold feel of stone, 

the comforting fit on her hand. Clenching that hand into a fist, 

she begged the gods for the courage to endure the taunts of her 

fellow students and the disapproval of her teacher. She must try 

harder. Ma had given her this chance. She must not squander 

it through her own stupidity.

In the brazier across the courtyard a thicket of incense ignited. 

The unexpected flames briefly drew the attention of teacher 

and students and bathed the features of the gods in a golden 

glow. She watched as the joss sticks flared for several moments 

before flickering out, sending a pungent smoke wafting darkly 

towards the ceiling to float there in an acrid cloud. She felt her 

eyes burn. But the pall of smoke didn’t seem to bother the angry 

woman kneeling before the altar. She had stopped complain-

ing and was staring. First at the half-burnt joss sticks, before 

swivelling around to regard Yu Lan. Then she steepled her 

hands in thought, almost as if she was considering a purchase 

or making a judgement.

Across the courtyard, Yu Lan met her eyes and in them she 

spotted something familiar. Something almost hungry. The 

woman’s eyes scanned her from the ends of her untidy hair to 

the worn-down heels of her clogs as she wet her painted red 

lips with her tongue. As if Yu Lan was a steaming pork bun or 

a slice of shiny, crisp-skinned duck.
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2

As her fellow students exited the clan house in a noisy swarm, 

Yu Lan lingered behind. She didn’t want to be caught in that 

swift current of jostling, teasing children or listen to their taunts 

of ‘cabbage head’ and ‘tall man’. She didn’t need to feel any more 

stupid, big or clumsy than she already did. She had already 

forgotten about the angry woman with the hungry eyes. From 

now on, she resolved, every lesson would have her full attention. 

Even if she learned one new word, it was one more than she’d 

known before. One word closer to being able to read. One 

word closer to earning her teacher’s respect. So when she finally 

stepped over the high doorsill – careful not to let her wooden 

clogs slide from her feet – she didn’t notice the angry woman 

complete her worship and follow. She passed through the red 

doors and ventured once more into the outside world where 

the ancestral hall dazzled in the late-afternoon sun. Its green-

tiled façade gleamed like jade, while two ferocious white lions 

guarded the entrance. Sited at the foot of a hill, with the river 

not far away, the clan hall was perfectly positioned to provide 

refuge for newly arrived clan members from China. But Yu Lan 

found little refuge here.

She headed off down Petaling Street, not setting too fast a 

pace, for a girl never knew when someone might catch up to 

her. Especially if that someone expected class to finish at about 
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this time, and knew which route that girl took home: someone 

whose face lit up her day with his wide smile. In the pocket of 

her samfu she relaxed the tense fist of her hand. The jade ring 

circling her thumb had warmed to the heat of her body. Once, 

a long time ago, it had belonged to a Chinese warrior. The slot 

carved on its outer surface held the string of an archer’s bow in 

place. Then it had graced the ink-stained hand of a scholar. Now 

it belonged to her, a simple apothecary’s daughter, far away in 

Malaya, given to her by her friend Ming, passed down in his 

family for generations. It was a silent promise for the future. 

She wanted to show it to the world, but Ming said that the 

time was not yet ripe. He said that he must wait for the most 

auspicious moment to ask his father. Yu Lan supposed he was 

right. Plucked too early, young love might never ripen. Even a 

simple apothecary’s daughter knew this to be true. She must 

wait and trust in Ming and the gods to bring them together.

Turning down Sultan Street and then right into High Street, 

she was grateful for the shelter of the five-foot way keeping the 

worst of the sun from her back, as she stepped around cob-

blers and other hawkers who plied their trade there. One old 

aunty made a spare living selling needles and thread, combs and 

tongue-scrapers, ear-diggers and wood shavings – the ladies’ hair 

styling necessity which her mother soaked in water to make a 

sticky gel. There were always a few clog sellers, nailing rubber 

straps onto wooden clogs, and numerous food hawkers such 

as the woman who sold sweet potato balls outside the tobacco 

shop. A small group also gathered around the letter stand on 

the corner, listening to the letter writer read out news received 

from people’s relatives and friends in China.

She passed the soaring gate-tower of the Hindu temple, 
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peopled with intricate carvings of the many Hindu gods; ele-

phant-faced Ganesh and Shiva the destroyer, almost as fierce as 

Guan Di, the Chinese god of war who was worshipped at the 

temple across the road. She would have liked to purchase an 

afternoon snack from the rojak seller who squatted outside the 

temple. It smelled so good that she could almost taste the spicy 

mix of fried seafood and salad in sweet peanut sauce, but she 

had no money to spare for snacks. Then someone interrupted 

her thoughts by falling into step beside her.

She knew who it was even before she turned to see him grin-

ning at her. She could tell by the light touch of his upper arm 

against her shoulder, by the shivery feeling in her lower belly. 

He was the only person whose steps matched hers stride for 

stride, whose presence set her heart to popping like a firecracker.

‘Oh, it’s you, Ah Ming,’ she said loudly for the benefit of 

any big ears that might report back to her father, as if the tall 

boy with too-big feet who strode alongside was any other boy 

she might bump into on her way home. As if he wasn’t the boy 

who was more important than anyone in the world, the one 

person who made her feel clever and almost pretty.

‘It’s me. Are you on the way home from the clan house?’ he 

said, taking her free hand in his and hiding them both in the 

loose tunic of his samfu.

‘I am. Are you running errands for your father?’ she said, 

looking up at him shyly. Then too softly for other ears to hear, 

no matter how big, she added, ‘I’m wearing your ring inside my 

pocket. I wish I could wear it for everyone to see.’

‘I do too, but we must wait until my father is satisfied with 

his business. Once he is certain of our prosperity he’ll be happy 

to welcome you into our family.’

Jones_CONCUBINE'S CHILD_Text.indd   9 12/03/2018   11:46



10

Carol Jones

She nodded, although inside she felt less sure. Ming was 

confident that one day he would convince his father that the 

apothecary’s daughter was exactly the right daughter-in-law for 

the owner of one of the busiest kopi shops in Petaling Street. Yu 

Lan wasn’t so sure. Anyone could see that the Wang family was 

on the way up. Each year Madam Wang’s arms glinted with 

more gold, and Ming’s father was the owner of a brand-new 

Vauxhall. Whereas Yu Lan knew that her mother had sold her 

one remaining bracelet just last week to pay her brothers’ school 

fees, and that her father spent more time playing mahjong than 

selling herbal remedies. She worried that waiting might only 

make matters worse.

She felt the heat of his hand caressing hers against the coarse-

ness of his tunic. The heat seemed to travel up her arm, into 

her breasts and course through the organs of her body into her 

secret place. Not the sweltering heat of Malaya, but a subtle 

fizzing that melted her insides to liquid.

They had known each other since they had toddled beside 

their mothers shopping for vegetables at the Central Market. 

They had played tagger in the worn grass triangle where High 

and Petaling Streets meet. They both shared homes above their 

fathers’ shops with other families, sleeping in rooms made 

gloomy by timber shutters that kept out the dust and noise of 

the street below. The rhythms of their days had followed each 

other. But in those days, if she had thought of him at all she 

would have seen just another rowdy boy from the neighbour-

hood, throwing stones at stray dogs or messing about on the 

riverbank with floating sticks. And then one day, she glanced 

at Ming and instead of seeing a skinny boy with too-big feet 

and ears that stuck out like an elephant’s, she saw a handsome 
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young man with strong arms who stared at her as if she was 

the only girl in the world.

‘Are you going to the market for your mother tomorrow 

morning?’ he asked, his eyebrows lifting hopefully.

‘I think so. Unless my father needs me and then she will 

have to go herself.’

‘Ba wants me to do the marketing tomorrow because he 

has a business meeting with an important new associate. So…’

‘So… it might be so hot tomorrow that I have to stop and 

rest in the shade of the banyan trees before I carry my heavy 

shopping home,’ she said.

‘It might be so hot tomorrow that I have to sit and drink two 

glasses of cendol before I walk home.’ Or perhaps they might 

find a moment to sneak down to the riverbank, out of sight of 

prying eyes, where once he had pressed her against the trunk 

of a monkeypod tree and leaned the whole length of his body 

against hers.

‘It might,’ she said with a giggle.

‘Since it’s always hot.’

‘And boys are always thirsty.’

Two doors from Lim’s Authentic Herbal Remedy Shop, he 

released her hand. A woman stood in front of them, her lips 

set in a disapproving line. Her hair was pulled back so tightly 

that her face could barely move. She looked like a particularly 

scary demon.

‘Good afternoon, Madam Chu. My mother was talking 

about you only this morning. She wondered how you’re getting 

on with your rheumatism.’

‘Did she now? Does she also wonder why her daughter wastes 

so much time talking to boys?’
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Yu Lan thought quickly. Their neighbour loved any excuse 

to gossip and soon it would be all over Chinatown that the 

Lim girl was making eyes at Wang’s eldest son. ‘Please tell your 

mother that I will set aside those herbs she requested,’ she said 

to Ming, stepping a little away from him and hoping this would 

be enough to silence the woman’s tongue.

‘Thank you, Ah Lan. Good day, Madam Chu.’ He nodded 

to them both and turned away.

She watched his tall straight back as he strode down High 

Street away from her, still feeling the warmth where his hand had 

cradled hers. She wished that they didn’t have to hide their feel-

ings from the world, or more particularly from their fathers. She 

wished that she could hold his hand openly. But they were sixteen 

and their lives didn’t belong to them. She was still watching as he 

flicked his head back for a last quick smile before disappearing 

onto Pudoh Street. She didn’t notice the well-dressed woman 

leaning back in a Chevrolet that had slowed to a crawl behind 

her, forcing rickshaw pullers and bullock drays to veer around 

it. Nor did she notice that the woman’s hungry expression had 

altered to one of speculation. Yu Lan had room in her thoughts 

for one person only.

She waited until her heart slowed to a normal pace then sucked 

in a great lungful of air and turned towards the shop. Already 

the scent of home reached her nose, a mixture of barks, berries, 

roots, fungi and the unassailable stink of dried, dead sea-creatures.

*

Madam Chan watched thoughtfully as the tall girl entered 

the apothecary shop. Her sharp eyes had noticed how closely 

the girl walked next to the young man. She also noticed the 
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girl’s strong physique and healthy glow. Despite her loose 

cotton samfu it was clear that her hips were made for bearing 

children. Thirty minutes previously, Madam Chan had been 

grovelling in the courtyard of her husband’s clan hall, begging 

his ancestors to answer her prayer. It was the same prayer she 

had offered every day for the past seventeen years. To send her 

a child. Or, to be more precise, to send her a boy child. Thirty 

minutes ago she was despairing, sure that the celestial realm 

would forever be deaf to her pleas. And then like a bolt from 

above, the ancestors answered. Her joss sticks blazed into 

life, the answer written in the flames. They had sent her this 

girl to be the mother of her sons. Her piety hadn’t been for 

nothing. Her sons would be all the more precious for being 

so hard-earned, so long-desired.

‘Ah Kong, do you know the owner of that apothecary shop?’ 

she asked her driver.

 The Chans’ driver seemed to know everyone in Chinatown. 

The sort of man who would associate with anybody, he had 

plenty of time on his hands to frequent kopi shops while he 

waited for his employers. Now he put his head on one side as 

he considered his employer’s question before nodding slowly.

‘Perhaps I know, Madam. Perhaps I might have seen him at 

Lee’s kopi shop.’

‘Is he a prosperous man, would you say?’

‘He spends too much time playing mahjong to be prosperous. 

Other people are taking his prosperity from him,’ he said with 

a knowing chuckle.

She wasn’t surprised to hear this. Gambling was an almost full-

time occupation for many residents of Chinatown. Apothecary 

Lim wasn’t unique in that respect. She herself enjoyed a game of 
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mahjong or dominoes with her lady friends now and then, but 

she always ensured that she won. There was no fun in losing.

‘So he might be a man open to offers, do you think?’

‘Any man is open to the right offer.’

Madam Chan nodded at her driver’s wisdom.

‘You can take me home now.’ She released a satisfied sigh. 

The ancestors were showing her the way. For seventeen years 

she had offered her husband’s venerable antecedents the fresh-

est fruits plucked from her garden, orchids picked by her own 

hand, just-steamed delicacies from her kitchen. For years she 

had endured regular chastisements from her husband’s family 

in Guangdong and the snide innuendo of her friends at her 

barren state. All that time she had kept a light burning on the 

ancestral altar of their home and in her heart.

Finally she had received an answer. 

Her driver guided the Chevrolet through the busy streets 

of Chinatown and out onto Lornie Road, following the Klang 

River through its valley. Low hills undulated in all directions, 

as if a giant hand had scrunched the landscape into a fist and 

then relented. The Klang and its tributary the Gombak were 

timid at this time of the year but during the monsoon season 

regularly overflowed their banks. The floods of 1926 had been 

so bad that Kong had to wade through the streets of Chinatown 

to replenish her husband’s supply of Chivas Regal. It wasn’t until 

the Klang was straightened two years ago that the floods were 

mitigated to some extent.

Here the river flowed a dull, slow brown, bordered by banks 

covered in long grass with trees on either side. They passed the 

occasional bungalow and the thatched roofs and timber-stilted 

houses of Malay kampungs. But as they continued their journey 
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towards her own spacious bungalow on the outskirts of the city, 

houses became fewer, jungle fringed the road, tin mines dotted 

the landscape and Madam Chan began to plot. There was a lot 

to do and no time to be lost.
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Yu Lan stood at the counter pounding dried herbs as she 

watched her father usher a stranger through the shop. She didn’t 

know the woman’s name but recognised her as a matchmaker 

and brides’ aide. She had often seen her trailing a bridal chair 

as it wove through the city to an expectant groom, or popping 

in and out of houses in the days before and during a wedding. 

She was always dressed in an embroidered jacket of thick black 

silk over a mid-calf skirt of dark blue. Close up, Yu Lan saw 

that her face was powdered to the colour of chalk, her eyebrows 

plucked bare and traced to a fine black arch.

The woman glanced at her through narrowed eyes as she 

passed through the shop. Yu Lan’s breath caught in her throat at 

the thought that Ba might be consulting a matchmaker. Surely 

not yet? Although she was old enough to be married, she had 

hoped she wouldn’t have to go away, not before Ming had enough 

time to convince his father that she would make the perfect 

daughter-in-law. It couldn’t be so. But of course, she reminded 

herself, her father was an apothecary. People often discussed 

their more intimate ailments with him privately. And he had 

shown no signs of wanting to marry her off. She was more useful 

to him in the shop, especially now that he was devoting more 

time to his mahjong. The matchmaker was probably consulting 

him about her haemorrhoids.
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Her father welcomed the woman effusively, showing her 

through to the crowded parlour that doubled as a storeroom 

at the rear of the shop, and immediately shouting to his wife 

for tea. This woman must be important for he was rarely so 

welcoming. Yu Lan tried loitering in the doorway to listen in on 

their conversation, confident that it would be of more interest 

than her mortar and pestle. But her father ordered her back 

to grinding and mixing, so she was surprised several minutes 

later when he called out for her to join them in the parlour.

‘Daughter, please pay your respects to our esteemed guest, 

Madam Foo.’

‘Good morning, Madam Foo,’ she replied with a small bow.

The woman looked her up and down, saying, ‘Come closer 

so that I can see you properly.’

Yu Lan walked forward, trying not to worry about why the 

matchmaker was showing interest in her. Adults rarely took any 

interest in children and young people who weren’t related. Perhaps 

her father was thinking of finding employment for her with this 

woman. She wasn’t sure what she thought about that. She liked 

working in her father’s shop. She liked helping sick people, even if 

it was only by grinding ingredients for her father’s remedies. And 

she had learned so much already from watching him. One day, 

she allowed herself to hope that he might even let her make up 

remedies. Once she learned to read she would be able to decipher 

the instructions, which their customers brought from their doctors. 

Perhaps if the gods were kind, she might be permitted to continue 

working in her father’s shop after she and Ming wed, rather than 

helping out in the Wangs’ kopi shop like most daughters-in-law.

‘Show me your hands,’ Madam Foo ordered, indicating that 

Yu Lan should pull back the sleeves that covered her wrists. 
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‘Such big hands,’ she said, frowning in distaste. ‘And her feet 

are so large and clumsy,’ she added, looking down at Yu Lan’s 

feet in their woven straw slippers.

‘She is a tall girl, it’s true,’ her father said in an apologetic 

tone, ‘but she is strong and she is accustomed to hard work. You 

won’t find fault with her health. Show Madam Foo your teeth.’

Yu Lan drew the lips back from her teeth in a grimace. She 

didn’t understand what this interview was about but knew not 

to disobey her father openly. It was usually best to disobey in 

secret and hope he didn’t find out.

‘Well, she’s not very pretty but her figure isn’t bad and as you 

say, she appears healthy. Tell me, girl, can you add numbers? 

What is thirty-three and seventy-nine?’

Yu Lan quickly calculated the answer, saying, ‘One hundred 

and twelve, Madam.’ Could it be that this woman was hiring 

staff for a restaurant or an office? Or was she testing Yu Lan’s 

intelligence?

‘And do you read, girl?’

‘I am learning, Madam, but I cannot read yet.’

‘Well, no matter, reading isn’t an essential requisite for this role,’ 

the woman said, her lips twitching. ‘Perhaps you will do. You may 

return to your twigs while your father and I discuss matters.’ She 

waved Yu Lan away and returned her attention to Lim.

Thirty minutes later, her father was again bowing and ingra-

tiating himself with pleasantries as he escorted the woman to 

the street, past the glass cabinet scattered with baskets and 

scales for sorting and weighing ingredients, around the sacks 

of dried sea cucumber and scallops, between stacked crates of 

cuttlefish and shark fin, and all the way to the door where he 

made a final bow of farewell.
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‘A pleasure to meet you, Madam Foo. A great pleasure.’

‘And you, Mister Lim,’ the woman nodded. ‘I’ll set things in 

motion then. My client will be pleased to hear we have concluded 

our arrangement satisfactorily.’

‘It’s an auspicious day,’ he responded, rubbing his hands 

together. ‘Most auspicious.’

Madam Foo reached into the black leather handbag looped 

over her arm and offered him what looked to be two small 

squares of cardboard.

‘For you to keep,’ she said, lifting her chin in Yu Lan’s direc-

tion as her lips twitched again in that almost smile.

Yu Lan looked down. Ba would be angry if he caught her 

staring.

‘Thank you, Madam Foo. My wife will be grateful.’

‘The residence is large and gracious. Your daughter is a 

lucky girl indeed.’

‘My daughter is a know-nothing girl who doesn’t deserve her 

good fortune,’ he said with a wide smile. ‘Ah… and when do 

you think your client will want to conclude our arrangement?’

‘Soon, Mister Lim. Very soon.’

The words hung in the air as the woman exited the shop and 

climbed into a waiting rickshaw, the driver who had been resting 

in the shade of the five-foot way scrambling to accommodate her.

‘Ba? What did the lady want?’ Yu Lan ventured, as her 

father returned, an unaccustomed bounce in his step. She kept 

her eyes fixed on the dried mulberries in the basket before her. 

She doubted now that Madam Foo had come to buy an aid to 

constipation or a preparation to improve blood flow.

‘Heh, heh, never you mind, girl. You’ll find out soon enough,’ 

he rasped, less sternly than usual, gazing at her almost fondly. 
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Then with a brisk, ‘Mind the shop until I return,’ he skipped to 

the back of the premises, returning a few minutes later wearing 

his hat and heading no doubt for the mahjong parlour above 

the kopi shop where he liked to spend time.

Later that day, in the kitchen at the rear of the building, Yu 

Lan tackled her mother. The kitchen steamed in the early evening 

sun, heady with the scent of chopped green onion, ginger and 

garlic, as her mother cut fresh chicken into bite-sized pieces for 

the evening meal. The cleaver sliced through bone with a loud 

thwack. Ma’s dainty limbs were deceptive. She wielded the 

chopper with an efficient flick of the wrist, flipped mounds of 

ingredients in a burning hot wok with a light toss. But today 

she seemed to apply her skill with added force. 

‘Ma, what did the lady want?’

‘What lady?’

‘The wedding lady who called on Ba.’

Her mother ceased chopping, holding the blood-smeared 

cleaver in mid-air before turning to face her daughter with a 

frown that drew her pencilled brows together. She considered 

her daughter for a moment, her gaze travelling from the loose 

pigtails, down past the gentle curve of her breasts and the long 

trouser-encased legs to the feet in their straw slippers. She seemed 

to be taking an inventory. Either that or she was embedding 

the image of her daughter in her memory. Neither possibility 

appeared promising to Yu Lan.

‘What did your father say?’

‘Ba said I’d find out soon enough.’

Pressing her lips into a tight line, Madam Lim set the cleaver 

on the chopping board and wiped her hands on a wet rag hanging 

on a hook for that purpose.

Jones_CONCUBINE'S CHILD_Text.indd   20 12/03/2018   11:46



21

The Concubine’s Child

‘Come with me,’ she said, swivelling on her golden lotuses and 

tottering through to the parlour where she withdrew something 

from a drawer in their one good mahogany cabinet, inlaid 

with mother-of-pearl and kept for best. Yu Lan followed as she 

returned through the house to the air well. The air well was 

the coolest place in the house and the only spot with a touch of 

green in the form of a potted frangipani, a cumquat bush and 

a shiny green lime tree. Madam Lim sat on one of the ceramic 

stools and indicated for her daughter to take another. Then, 

with a sigh, she handed over an item she had taken from the 

drawer. Yu Lan looked down at the object she held in her hand, 

her chest tense with foreboding.

It was a photograph of a house. Perhaps a mansion. Having 

never been inside a mansion, she couldn’t say for sure. But it 

was certainly large. The house was two storeys – constructed 

in ornate Straits style – and surrounded by a garden threatened 

with jungle at its edges. It was symmetrical; the central section 

jutted forward with a wide, shady portico beneath and wings 

flaring to either side. It seemed to Yu Lan that everything about 

the house was constructed in threes: three front rooms, each 

with triple-arched shuttered windows, three wide arches to the 

portico, three gables to a roof of curving Chinese tiles.

‘It’s very grand, Ma,’ she said, knowing as she said it that 

she didn’t like the house and hoped she would never need to. 

She couldn’t understand what it had to do with her… unless 

Ba was arranging to send her away as a servant. She was too 

old now to be sent away as a mui jai. Those girls were sold off 

by impoverished parents when they were as young as ten, old 

enough to work but young enough not to cause trouble. They 

were contracted to work for their bond-masters until the age of 
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eighteen when their masters were obliged to arrange a marriage 

for them. Sometimes they actually did.

‘The house belongs to the towkay Chan Boon Siew,’ her 

mother said.

She looked at her mother questioningly.

‘The towkay is a very important man, the owner of a tin 

mine, perhaps two tin mines,’ her mother continued, handing 

her a second photograph, with the image facing down, as if to 

give her daughter a brief respite. A moment in time to remain 

herself: Lim Yu Lan, a tall girl of sixteen years, eldest child of 

Apothecary Lim, elder sister to Lim Wang Yu and Lim Wang 

Seng, precious daughter to her mother Tan Hoi Wah, know-

nothing student of Ng Lou-si, promised bride to Lee Ming Ho…

A moment in time before her world changed for ever.

‘Your father has settled that you are to become Chan 

Towkay’s secondary wife.’ Her mother’s voice was devoid of 

expression but she couldn’t hide the sadness in her eyes. Every 

mother worried when her daughter left home to be married. 

And only a callous, unfilial daughter wouldn’t weep until her 

eyes grew red and swollen on her wedding day.

‘His first wife is barren and he seeks a mother for his sons.’ 

Sons that Chan Towkay didn’t yet have, sons that someone 

would have to get for him, Yu Lan thought, but she remained 

silent. Her voice was tangled somewhere inside, trapped by her 

father’s plans and Chan Towkay’s desires. No one was interested 

in her desires.

‘You will be a valuable member of his household.’ She noticed 

that her mother used the word gwai, meaning expensive, rather 

than jihk, meaning of worth. Presumably her father would 

be well remunerated for giving away his daughter. And once 
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she was sold as a concubine she would no longer be part of 

the Lim family; she would belong to the Chan family. If she 

became a first wife, a chi, she would be expected to make visits 

to her birth family on all the major holidays, and her children 

would call her parents Gung Gung and Po Po. As a first wife 

she would receive a handsome dowry and her parents would 

be clothed in respect.

But as a concubine, a chieh, her husband would decide when 

and if she might visit her birth family. As a concubine she would 

receive no dowry of gold and jewellery, own no property. She 

wouldn’t return to her parents’ home on the third day after the 

wedding with gifts of roast pig and other delicacies. There would 

be no red posters outside the apothecary shop announcing to 

all that her father was receiving a gifted son-in-law into their 

family. There would be no street urchins singing foolish nursery 

rhymes outside her house and no riding in a red sedan chair 

to the home of her groom wearing an embroidered red jacket 

and pleated skirt, her arms tinkling with gold, and firecrackers 

announcing her departure.

As chieh, Yu Lan might never see her birth family again. No 

wonder her mother was sad.

‘And if you bear him a son…’

She stopped listening as her mother extolled the virtues 

of motherhood. Ma spoke of bearing sons as if it was a small 

thing. As if it wouldn’t entail the intimacy of the bedroom with 

a man she had never met. Yu Lan was innocent but she was far 

from ignorant. Growing up in a small house shared with other 

people, she knew that in order to get sons a man had to put 

his penis inside a woman, inside the soft parts she sometimes 

touched in secret beneath her sheet. To bear this towkay a son 
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she would have to let him put his thing inside her. He would 

probably want to touch her breasts and look at her naked and 

other things she didn’t have a name for.

And he wouldn’t be a boy named Ming.

She flipped over the picture clutched in her hands.

A man looked out at her, dressed in a western-style suit with 

his hair carefully oiled and slicked back from his face. It was a 

thin face with high cheekbones and might have been handsome 

once. But now it was old, with lines dragging down the mouth 

and a shrewd look to the eyes.

‘You will be mother to the next towkay.’ 

But this man with the shrewd eyes would want to put his 

penis inside her private parts, whenever he grew hard with his 

needs, whenever the whim took him. Her body was the only 

thing that was hers and her father would sell it to a stranger.

‘He already has a wife. I will be his concubine,’ she whispered, 

finally finding a few worthless words. She spoke in a flat voice. 

She didn’t speak out in anger, for what would be the point? Her 

father had spoken. Chan Towkay had spoken.

‘Better to be a rich man’s concubine than a poor man’s wife.’

It was true that a poor man’s wife would be subject to the 

whims of her mother-in-law, serving not only her husband’s 

parents, but perhaps a tribe of younger siblings, cooking and 

cleaning from dawn until dusk. But Ming wasn’t so poor, and 

even if he was, she didn’t care. She would gladly do the family 

laundry and feed a family of ten if she could be with Ming. She 

gazed imploringly at her mother who turned away to stare up 

at the patch of blue framed by the walls of the air well. As if 

the sky god might rain down his blessings upon them.

‘There’s no point in fighting this, Ah Lan, for wilfulness 
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will only bring turmoil. You must be fluid like water, for water 

defeats the strongest stone in time.’

Yu Lan loosed her grip on the photographs and they fell to 

the stone floor, landing face up. The old man and his big house, 

lying in wait for her. Her hand found its way into the pocket of 

her samfu, seeking reassurance. Her mother was wrong. Stone 

lasted for ever. She twisted the ring onto her finger, determined 

not to cry. Ming would help her. He was sixteen now, almost 

a man. He would find the courage to beg his father to arrange 

a match between them. Then her father would have no reason 

to sell her to this towkay.

She raised her head once more to find her mother still staring 

up at the empty sky, but Yu Lan knew that she would find no 

saviour there. Ming had to help her, for there was no one else. 

Not her mother. Not her brothers. Not the sky god. Not the 

ancestors. And certainly not her father. She was sixteen and 

she was alone.

If he couldn’t help her, who else was there?
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