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Glossary


amah – generic term for maidservant, so a wash-amah is a laundry woman

barang – luggage

brownout – Singapore version of the British blackout

kampong – village

chi-chak – small house lizard

chungkol – spade

godown – quayside warehouse

jaga – Sikh watchman. Many houses and businesses had these

kebun – gardener

Kempai Tai – Japanese secret police

kongsi – group of friends, probably from the same district in China

padang – open green space, square

sambal – relish made from vegetables and fruit

sola topee – pith sun helmet

stengah – cooling drink, popular with men. Also a derogatory term for a Eurasian – half and half, like the drink

susah – carry-on, row

syce – groom/driver

tong – stoneware jar

trompahs – wooden-soled home-made mules

tuan besar – great gentleman, big boss

tutup – soft collarless jacket




Prologue

I have this dream. It comes back to me from time to time. It came in the night as I huddled in an alleyway near the big liquor godown. It came in those broken nights in the camp on the slatted platform they called a bed.

In this dream I’m sitting on a wall by the great priory gates. My legs can’t reach the pavement so I must be four or five years old. We must be ‘home’ on leave in London and visiting my nana in the North. My real home, though, is Singapore, where I was born. I know this even inside the dream.

Someone has lifted me on to the high wall to keep me out of their way. A voice is saying something about me being a dratted nuisance yet again. Then I can see the burly broadcloth back of my nana receding towards the market. This market is the grey Durham market I would expect. But I can see acrobats and puppets and bright dancers like those in the Great World; a swaying kite in the form of a fat bright mandarin. If they are true, then the smell is wrong. Where’s the stench of spices and fragrant flowers, human sweat and open drains? Instead, my nose wrinkles at the smell of cold and cabbages. Potato chips fried in animal fat. And the prickle of burning tar.

In this dream, imprisoned as I am on the high wall, I have to content myself with watching passers-by. This is when I see the boy, blond-haired, narrow-faced, nodding his head as he juggles three white tennis balls that flutter from his hands like butterflies, over his head, behind his back, higher and higher in the air.

Now in my dream I fly from the wall to his side and the balls have multiplied from three to six, to eight, to twelve, to twenty-four. They’re flying between us, and through the spinning whirl of balls I can see him laughing, his blue eyes shining like ships’ portholes.

Now he’s caught me; throws me into the air as though I, too, am a ball. Now I’m flying through the air again and again, high, back on to my place of imprisonment on the wall and he is nowhere to be seen.

That is the dream.

Mind you, I think I do have what I know are real memories of this same pale boy. We were on leave from Singapore again, visiting Nana in her tall house opposite the Grammar School in Priorton, the Durham town that was her home. Feargal was there, a baby then, like a coiled pink shell on my mother’s shoulder. Crying, always crying, piercing to the bone of my head.

Nana’s house was larger than the rest in that road, having two front bays and a warren of rooms upstairs. I don’t know how many months we were there. We’d come up from our London home to be away from the bombing. It was the very beginning of the war in Europe. My father was only present then in his letters, which crackled like dry leaves. They came from that ‘land of milk and honey’ which was Singapore, and flaunted lists of mangoes, pomegranates, pineapples, bananas, bougainvillaea, oleander and moonflowers with faces as large as plates.

The crackling letters made me feel sad. They made me think of the dry certainty of pure heat in that far place where I was born.

In that Durham house with two bays the air between my mother and grandma would spit and spark like Chinese crackers. There’d be pneumatic sighs from my mother and clashing pans from my nana. The baby always wailed. In the fractured space between them I grew naughtier and naughtier. I think it got to be a habit.

A year later on the long veranda, my mother and father talked about those rows. My mother took a gurgling sip of her gin pahit. ‘My mother has no idea,’ she said.

‘She means it all for the best, Lesley.’ My father had this deep soft voice he used with my mother, always talking through a smile.

I remember then he touched her neck and my own neck shivered with embarrassment. (Their passion excluded outsiders, especially children.)

But to get back to that early time in the house in Durham, England. On this particular day there is something about the way my mother dresses. Always very elegant, she is more so today. There is something about the paint she puts on her face, the heavy scent she wears. These things make me feel warm towards her, excited by her.

I sit beside her at the dressing table as she presses and powders her face, prinks and curls her hair.

‘There, darling, what do you think of Mummy?’ She looks at her reflection, fine brows arched.

For once she’s gentle with me, soft. There is a tender hand on my shoulder, a murmured suggestion that today we’re going to a castle, no less! Just me and her. ‘Feargal will stay with Nana. Just you and I will go to the castle.’

She shows me her special invitation from Lord Chase, on thin shiny cardboard. It seems that we’re buying Spitfires for the War Effort, to beat the Germans. Just me and her.

That is, just me and her and a thousand others. We arrive to find a Spitfire aeroplane parked just inside the castle gates. There are big red fire buckets placed all round it. The coins people throw in chink on to the pile below. They do this, then press through the gate in droves. My mother stops to look up into the eyes of an officer with a big peaked cap.

This is my chance to slip round the corner, along a narrow path and through a gate into a kind of citadel enclosed by four long brick walls. Row on row of cabbages, cauliflowers, leeks and wayward beans grow there. Apples and plums climb up walls trying to escape the marauding potatoes.

In one corner of the citadel a boy is throwing a ball up against the wall: throwing with one hand, catching with the other. Throwing with one hand, catching with the other.

He must know I’m here but he ignores me. I make my way down one of the narrow paths, passing my hands over the tops of cabbages. My fingertips itch. In the corner of the garden stand two old apple trees, stubby and gnarled. On their branches the blossoms have just folded and tightened themselves into buds.

I climb the low branches of one of these trees and lie along a branch like a tiger. I’ve seen tigers and I know how they lie. My father’s friend shot one off the Bukit Timah road. I heard him tell the story. I close my eyes, knowing the walls protect me and my mother will never find me. I can smell green, and can hear a single bee buzzing.

Through veiled eyes I see the boy coming nearer and nearer, throwing the ball ahead of him to lead him forward. He stops beside me.

‘It’s private here,’ he says. ‘You shouldn’t be in this place.’

I survey him from the top of his blond head to the heels of his brogue shoes. He’s very big. I’ve not worked out yet when people stop being boys and girls and become grown-up. This boy is somewhere in that shady place in between.

‘We paid. We put money in the box. My mother did.’

‘That money’s for out there. This is in here. This is private.’ He’s staring at me very intensely. I feel that soon he’ll throw that ball at me like it was a stone. I have to do something to stop him.

‘We were bombed out,’ I offer. ‘In London. Our street was flattened.’

The hand with the ball drops to his side. ‘Your house was bombed?’ he says. His voice is like Mr Attwood’s, our doctor back at home in Singapore – kind of drawly and soft, echoing somewhere in his nose and cheeks.

‘No.’ I have to admit this. ‘But the house next door was. So we decided to skedaddle.’

He starts to bounce the ball off the wall. ‘So, who’s we?’

‘My mother and my baby brother. And me.’

‘Is your father in the forces, then?’

‘No. He’s out in Singapore. He manages the office of a firm which Ships Rubber for the War Effort.’ I’ve heard my mother say these words in this same defensive tone. I’m not quite sure what they mean, but they do the trick.

‘Oh. Well.’ He puts down the ball and crouches down, his back against the wall, still watching me closely. ‘Are you from Singapore?’

‘Yes. I was born there. We’re on leave so my mother can have the baby. First in London and now here. She’s had him now. His name’s Feargal. We’re going back to Singapore soon. My mother says it’s safer there and there’s no rationing. They have fruit there. And sweets. It’s safer. I belong there.’

‘I’d have picked you for a foreigner. Suited to it. Dark-skinned, don’t you know?’

‘No, I don’t know. It’s rude to talk about people’s skin. My mother says so.’ I change tack, as I’ve seen her do many times, when skin is mentioned. ‘So is your father at the war, then?’

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘North Africa. And I’ll go in two years, when I’m eighteen. The Durham Light Infantry.’

‘Do you want to kill people?’ I’m curious. ‘They kill people, soldiers.’

‘You have to. My father killed Huns in the Great War. We practise it at school. Officer training.’

‘Oh.’ I am tired of all this talking, having to say sensible things to this man-boy. I jump down from my branch. The tree shudders, rustles, and settles itself. ‘Well,’ I say, echoing my mother’s voice. ‘We’re getting out of it. All the killing.’

‘How’s that?’

‘We’re going to Singapore on a big ship. Out of the range of the bombs.’ I pick my way back down the path. ‘No bombs there. No rationing. Lovely flowers. And fruit. I remember them. And my father says so in his letters.’ I’m back at the gate, a place of safety.

‘Hey!’ His voice rings down to me the length of the garden.

‘What?’ I yell.

‘Have I seen you somewhere before?’

He has. On another leave. In the marketplace. He was the juggler. But I don’t want to let him know he’s right. He’s too clever by half. ‘Don’t be silly,’ I say. ‘How could you?’

Of course, when I get back to the priory gates my mother’s frantic; she’s been charging about in the crowd looking for me. ‘What is it about you, Sylvie? Stupid girl. Always running away.’ She grabs my arm and smacks my bottom all the way to the gate and I set up this great howling. The crowd parting before us looks on in approval.


Chapter One

The Sambucks at Home

Monday, 8 December 1941

Lesley Sambuck lay back in the long wicker chair, breathing very slowly, allowing the hot air to cool as it entered her body. The fan paddled the air, creating its own oven-warm breeze. The shimmering light, dancing under the pearly cloud cover, made her view of the town, stretching out beyond the garden, swell and retract with her pulse.

Lesley’s glance dropped to the rolling lawn. She wasn’t satisfied with what she saw. Despite Bo’s dedicated work with the kebuns, the problem of the lumpy hills in the lawn hadn’t been solved. Lesley liked things in straight lines.

Wong Mee walked on silent feet across the veranda, tray in hand. Lesley took the new glass greedily from him before he could place it in its wicker holder.

She settled back again. One of the dips in the lawn almost hid the gaggle of children near the gate, who clustered round the slender, linen-clad figure of Virginia Chen. Lesley stood up and took a step towards the edge of the veranda, shading her eyes against the brassy glare. How she wished it were evening so that the darkness would allow the offshore breeze to filter up the hill to cool the wide verandas of Hibiscus Lodge.

‘Whatever will we do with that girl, Bo?’ she said.

‘She’s just boisterous, Lesley. A little girl, that’s all.’ Bo, lounging in the other long chair, kept his eyes glued to the Straits Times.

‘Little? Nine years old is hardly little.’ Lesley eased the collar of her dress. She’d have to go in and change it in a minute, for one almost identical. She’d never been able to bear the sense of her own sweat seeping through the cloth. If her dresses were only slightly marked she could instruct the wash-amah to refrain from giving them her usual destructive pounding. This only worked if the clothes were virtually clean when the woman took them away.

They were sitting in the deep shadow of their veranda, waiting to catch any breeze that would honour them with its presence. ‘I should have left her at home. My mother . . .’ Lesley’s thin, elocuted voice cut the air like a sharp-edged reed.

‘Her place is here, with us, Lesley. I told you not to talk of the child leaving,’ Bo, his voice suddenly very sharp, clipped in a military fashion, rapped out. ‘She should be here.’ He was used to his wife’s plaintive arguments over the girl and gave no quarter.

Lesley retreated to regroup. Before her, on the long lawn, her son, Feargal, whose birthday they were celebrating, was playing sedately, batting a ball to and fro with his amah, Ah So. The nursemaid, immaculate in her wide black silk trousers and white blouse, moved at a speed that belied her natural dignity.

The boisterous Sylvia, more usually called Sylvie, was some distance away, almost lost to sight by the undulating lawns. She was turning very effective cartwheels and ignoring the young party guests. With every turn she showed her long brown legs and flashed white knickers.

Lesley could bear it no longer. ‘Miss Chen,’ she called, ‘would you kindly go and organise some game which does not involve Sylvie being upside down half the time?’

Virginia Chen emerged from the cluster of children and glided across to where Sylvie was. Her linen dress accented her slender figure. Lesley reflected resentfully that Virginia could wear a dress all day without showing a mark.

‘It’s in the blood,’ she murmured.

‘What was that, dear?’ Bo looked at her over his paper, having just read yet again that although the Japanese were rattling their samurai swords on the mainland to the north, there was no chance, no chance at all, that Singapore would be threatened. It was armed. Impregnable. ‘What is it now?’

‘Virginia Chen never perspires,’ she said. ‘All normal people perspire in this awful climate.’

He nodded. ‘They tend not to – the Eurasians. But it’s not an awful climate, Les. It’s just different.’

‘Mm. As I was saying, it’s in the blood.’ She looked at her husband, immaculate in his soft cotton jacket and sarong. He, like many of the Europeans, resorted to a version of local dress to relax in. ‘Come to think of it, you don’t perspire.’

‘It’s the tennis, old girl. My old man always advocated it. Two hours’ hard tennis a day. Thins the blood. You should take it up.’

Lesley watched now as Virginia Chen drew all the children around her, rising from the crowd of young faces like a flower stamen. She had Feargal by the hand. Ah So was standing by the hedge with two other amahs. These women were her friends, part of her kongsi. They too had come originally from Guangzhou province to escape the mother-in-law-driven oppression of a Chinese marriage. At Feargal Sambuck’s party they watched over their European charges with proprietorial affection.

It just took a few minutes to get a game of rounders into some kind of shape. Sylvie cracked a great hit into the bougainvillaea and was flying round the wooden markers, her skirt tucked into her knickers.

‘She’ll have to go,’ announced Lesley. ‘Go to school. She can stay with my mother in Durham and go to my old school. It would quieten her down. They certainly kept me in order at The Mount.’

‘Sylvie’s not the same as you, Les. She’s very different.’ Bo clicked his finger and Wong Mee silently glided in to fill his glass. A half-glass of whisky topped up with soda – the perfect stengah.

Lesley flushed. ‘I can’t think why you say this. Sylvie’s my daughter – our daughter. How can she be different?’

Sylvie had been born exactly one year after Lesley came out to Singapore and exactly ten months after Bo and Lesley had been married. The child was a perfect stranger, with her golden skin and black hair. ‘Well, sweetheart, she’s nothing like you. A chip off another old block,’ he said now, savouring his stengah. ‘Bit of a throwback, old Sylvie,’ he went on. He wasn’t looking at Lesley but she could feel his keen attention all the same. She flooded with resentment at him, with his hearty certainties, his teasing. There had been some joke at a party once about a man in his old regiment who’d been threateningly dark. ‘What we need is pedigrees. Like the gee-gees. Ten generations. Save coming up with a touch of the tarbrush in the wrong place, what?’

She’d joined in his laughter. Bo’s family had been in India for sixty years. He must know something about all that. But now Lesley felt resentful. ‘She’s your daughter, Bo. She is just about out of control.’

‘Wouldn’t say that, old thing. Turned a very fine cartwheel myself at that age.’ He rattled the paper. ‘Old Shenton Thomas says we’re safe as houses down here on the island. Those bombs last night – just a chance unloading of some idiot Jap pilot.’

Lesley sipped her drink. ‘The Governor should know about that if anyone would. So many soldiers in the town now. Can’t turn a corner without bumping into one.’

‘There you are,’ said Bo. ‘Safe as houses.’

The sweating was getting too much again. Lesley returned to the cooler depths of the veranda and the sanctuary of her long wicker chair. ‘That’s a comfort.’ She paused. ‘I thought at least my mother would be safe in Durham. But it’s so dangerous back there in England. Think how those planes flattened Coventry. Now they are bombing the Tyne.’ She shuddered.

‘Just now you were wanting to send Sylvie there. Rationing, bombing – send her there and if she doesn’t die of starvation she’ll be blown to bits.’

‘Don’t exaggerate, Bo dear. Ma’s safe as houses up in Durham. No aeroplane factories there.’

‘Jolly nice cathedral, though, for them to blow up. Happened in Coventry. It can happen in Durham.’

‘Bo! Don’t.’ A hard ball came whooshing through the hanging bougainvillaea and rattled on the boards just beside her chair. Shouts and squeals from young throats cut the soft air like fine reeds. Bo picked up the ball and threw it back. Lesley went to the edge of the veranda to see Miss Chen, with a wriggling Sylvie held firmly by the hand, marching back towards the game.

‘That child!’ said Lesley.

‘Throwback,’ said Bo. He sat down again and pulled up the drawbridge of his newspaper with rustling finality. ‘Can’t argue with the blood.’

Lesley stared at the children running and shrieking at the behest of the cool Virginia Chen. At the other side of the lawn the amahs now sat with younger children on their knees or at their feet. They twittered among themselves like a flock of birds.

This predilection of the Chinese and Malays to speak their own language among themselves had annoyed Lesley from the first. Bo laughed at her, told her it was their country and she should take some lessons. He’d done that himself straight away when he’d arrived here from Ceylon in ’31. Easy as pie, he’d said. And he did rattle away at them all with disturbing ease.

Easy as pie. Bo had a cool way of boasting that did not make it seem like a boast.

Lesley had been instantly defeated by the complications of Chinese. She’d tried more lessons in Malay but the kind, patient teacher made her mind feel like cotton wool, her tongue feel like a log in her mouth. In the end, parrot fashion, she’d learned just a few essential words that everyone used: amah for a Chinese maidservant, ayah if she were Indian or Malay. Barang meant luggage. Stengah was Bo’s favourite drink. Bukit meant hill. This one was easy. Bo played golf at the course at Bukit Timah – Timah Hill – three times a week. She usually joined him there to meet friends on the terrace at six thirty. They’d sit over long drinks and listen to the band that played there every evening from six to eight thirty. The brief sunset, sometimes blood red as the ball of the sun set into the shimmering pink and purple of the lake there, was one of the sights of Singapore.

Then there was jaga, which meant watchman or guard – usually Sikh; cumshaw, which meant tip; prahus and sampans, those crowds of stinking native boats in the harbour. And just a few more.

Although she knew these words Lesley avoided saying any of them. They felt clumsy in her mouth. If she needed to say anything in the streets or in the shops, Virginia Chen, who spoke all their dratted languages, was usually on hand. In the house, Lesley tried, without much success, to insist that the servants spoke only English, even among themselves.

This need to be outside and above what was going on around her set in with Lesley early in her life. Her father, ex-army, latterly a much-feared primary school headmaster, had insisted on what he called ‘the King’s English’, and was not above getting out his leather strap if she brought home the quaint South Durham words she heard at school. He shuddered with distaste when she spoke in that local fashion. So those home-grown musical vowels came to make her shudder too. This created some difficulty because her own mother spoke in this way. She learned to shudder at this alongside her father.

She suffered the same effect now when she heard these Malay and Chinese words on Sylvie’s lips. She knew perfectly well that sometimes Sylvie would deliberately tease her by saying those dratted foreign words. Though there was no leather strap she’d slapped Sylvie more than once for using them.

‘Mother, Mother.’ The subject of Lesley’s recent reverie was standing before her, sweat on her upper lip, dress tucked into her pants, demanding her attention.

‘What is it, Sylvie?’ Lesley touched her own neck again. The collar of her dress was soaking.

‘One of the boys here says a bomb dropped on Robinson’s last night. That was what we heard – those bangs and crashes down in the town. Will we be able to shop there now? Will they drop a bomb on us up here? Like in England?’ The sherry-coloured eyes looked directly into Lesley’s, demanding, as always, a direct answer.

‘Yes, a bomb did drop on Robinson’s. And no, one will not drop on us. We are perfectly safe. Now go and play. Fifteen minutes. Then you’ll have to change out of your dress. We have guests arriving at two.’ She turned to Ah So, who had walked softly up to the veranda with a tearful Feargal in her arms.

‘What is it, Ah So?’ Lesley’s voice as always was sharp when dealing with her servants. It was the only way.

‘Feargal fall down and hit his head, mem.’ Ah So surveyed her calmly. ‘Needs calm down.’

Feargal looked up at his mother from the safety of Ah So’s narrow hip, unshed tears still in his eyes.

‘Give him a cool drink and sponge him down. This heat is just too much for him. And while you are inside, Ah So, lay out Miss Sylvie’s green gingham frock. The one she’s wearing will not survive the rounders.’

Sylvie was still looking at her.

‘Go and finish your game, Sylvie,’ Lesley said, turning back towards her long chair.

‘But the Japanese, Mother. They’ll bomb here too. John Hoxton says so.’

‘Sabre rattling.’ Bo’s gruff voice emerged from the curtain of his newspaper. ‘Samurai sabres. Don’t worry, poppet.’

‘Go and play, for goodness’ sake, girl,’ said Lesley, standing up. ‘I have to change.’ She turned her back on Sylvie and walked along the veranda to her bedroom.

Bo went back to his newspaper. ‘Go and turn a few cartwheels, Sylvie, there’s a good girl.’

By the time Lesley, showered and changed, had come back along the veranda, Sylvie was on the front lawn bouncing a ball.

Bo smiled faintly at his wife. ‘Lovely as ever, Les. You look a treat.’ He threw the newspaper down on the wooden floor at the side of his chair. ‘I’ve been thinking. Perhaps the girl should go, Les. You and the boy as well. Things are warming up here, no matter what these fools of journalists say.’

‘You don’t want me to go? Me?’ This was hard to believe.

Bo was a bustler, a cool businessman, a hard man with his staff, a man who enjoyed the company of other men. But he loved his home and he loved Lesley. He’d been touchingly delighted when she and the children came back out last year, after their home leave. To celebrate their homecoming he’d had Wong Mee fill the bungalow with flowers and ordered Tang Peng to cook up a feast of seafood and sweet cakes.

Unfortunately that first night she thought she would faint from the scent of Wong Mee’s flowers. Bo had to wake the ‘boy’ out of his bed to clear the bedroom before she could get any sleep.

Now Lesley stood up, glancing at her watch. Two o’clock precisely. ‘Here we go,’ she said. She called out to Sylvie to go to the amah and get her to help her change her frock.

The Hoxtons’ Riley was purring up the drive, closely followed by the Carricks’ Ford and the Allisons’ Citroën. Lesley glanced back to the shady space under the flame trees to where Wong Mee was supervising his brothers, who were putting the finishing touches to Tang Peng’s spread. This feast, in the children’s honour, included sausages decanted from tins delivered from the Cold Store. But the bulk of it was rice, seafood and exotic pickles – adult fare. A child’s party was a good enough excuse for the parents to get together yet again.

Later, tiffin, the midday meal, duly consumed, and the men out on the lawn giving galumphing drunken piggybacks to delighted children, Lesley sat on the veranda, downing iced lime juice with her women guests. Virginia Chen sat slightly to one side, Feargal on her knee. She read The Tale of Peter Rabbit to him in a low voice. Feargal kept his eyes on her face, nodding at every word.

Vera Hoxton laughed at the antics of the men. ‘Look at them. Big kids, every one of them. Not a care in the world.’

Hilary Carrick scowled. ‘The world crumbling around them and they’re playing like big kids.’

‘Bit of an exaggeration, Hil,’ said Fee Allison. ‘A stray bomb on Chinatown, that’s all.’

‘Robinson’s new restaurant . . .’ said Hilary. ‘Blown to bits.’

‘So,’ said Lesley, ‘we can find a new place to eat.’

‘The whole thing makes me shudder,’ said Hilary. ‘Those dreadful little men creeping down Malaya, ready to pounce.’

‘Safe as houses,’ said Vera. ‘Singapore’s crawling with soldiers, bristling with guns. Two big ships in the harbour.’

Lesley laughed. ‘Bo calls it sabre rattling. We’re a different kettle of fish than those Chinese in Nanking. They’ll find that to their cost.’ She was suddenly aware of Virginia Chen staring at her over Feargal’s head, the story forgotten. ‘Will you go and get Sylvie, Miss Chen?’ she said abruptly. ‘She’s turning cartwheels again.’
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