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	For my mother,

	an educator and avid fan of crime telly,

	and my late father,

	a career law enforcement officer.

	Unwavering in their love, support and generosity.

	I am and will remain ever grateful.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	This story is set against the backdrop of historical events in Singapore during the opening days of World War II in the East. The portrayal of characters, which includes actual historical persons, is entirely fictional.

	 

	Out of respect for their customs, Oriental names are written with surnames first.

	 

	 

	


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“

	As a samurai, I must strengthen my character; as a human being I must perfect my spirit.

	 

	- Yamaoka Tesshū, Samurai, 1836 - 1888

	 

	 


PROLOGUE

	Singapore, British Malaya - 1942

	A distant, tortured howl lanced Reiko’s ear. It gripped her heart. She gasped.

	It had risen over the ambient noises: her puffing, her squishy footfalls in the mire, and the drizzle’s pitter-patter. The wail was bitter, raspy, and echoed of the person’s despair and sorrow, and it showed the confrontation was astir. It gave her a bearing. Tired as she was, she sped up. Up the final incline before Lornie Road.

	Distracted, she didn’t spot the ditch. And crashed. Her kit went flying. Dazed, winded and spent, all she yearned was to rest and recover. She’d grazed her elbows and knees further, but she felt little besides the piercing stitch in her side and the fire in her lungs. Her terror of the eerie cemetery forgotten.

	The alluring kyūdōka, whose beauty was unseen in the tempest’s bleak, scrambled about on fours, grabbed the torchlight and found her bamboo quiver next. There were slats cracked, though the arrows were intact. She crawled around more before her fingers touched a bowstring, and she pulled it towards her, then finger-walked along the hemp tsuru, the bow-limbs and grip. The massive yumi bow proved unspoiled, and she exhaled in relief, unaware she’d held her breath. Her gloves, akin to the rest of her, were sopping. She levered herself up and reset her headband, wondering fleetingly if the wetness would affect her accuracy. She forged onward.

	Once past the silent roadway, the narrow twisting trail became a wider bush lane, tunnel-like, formed by the overhanging canopy of the rainforest. Straightaway, it fell pitch-dark. And grew earthy in scent. But Rei was familiar with it, being a path of her running circuit. She flicked off her lamp.

	Defying the sears from acidosis in her muscles, besides her jackhammering heart, she put on a burst of speed, knowing she was closing. A minute later, she heard them. Their epic quarrel. She slowed to a stealthy slink, veered along a curve, where the cocoon of trees ceded to the openness of the lakeshore. Almost at once, she spied their silhouettes against the lake water’s lighter shade. She was towards their flank, hidden by the murkiness, while their voices grew louder and clearer as she neared. She saw a man near crazed, as the second sustained a strained calmness.

	Unsure whether to intervene, she crept forth and halted behind a tree, thirty-five yards apart by her judgement. Half of the seventy, she shot with accuracy. Exhausted and breathless, she leaned on it, heaving.

	An arm lifted a weapon.

	It triggered an inner outrage. At once, Rei took a ya, a metal tipped bamboo bolt, set it on her bow grip with its nook on the bowstring, while calming her mind and breathing. Then she drew the missile back and adjusted her aim, her limb straining against the tension, feeling its deep-rooted power. Her adept actions were a blur of motion, completed in a twinkle.

	She blinked away a raindrop. And her fingers began their release....

	 

	Mere weeks earlier....

	Singapore was dying. 

	Besieged, engulfed in a tumultuous, stifling and noxious chaos. Britain’s last standing domain in the Orient was succumbing to a swift demise. A harrowing one. The relentless foe had battered the docks and the town and its fringes with ceaseless attacks since their arrival on the northwest coast days ago. Barrages, bombings and strafes. The once sublime paradise lay shredded, ruined.

	They had caught the defenders with their trousers down by their ankles after the Allied generals deemed the swamps unlikely for landings and focused their assets elsewhere. The chiefs ought to have learnt from the prior nine weeks. That the ‘near-sighted, slant-eyed apes’ - as Anglo newspeak drew them - fought deftly, with tactics never seen. They were supple. Not to be underestimated.

	It was 15 February and a bastion of British might - their ‘impregnable fortress’ or ‘Jewel in the East’ - would become a changed tenure. An Eastern one.

	The island’s top sleuth Montague Bythesea sat rump on the wet floor of the dank, debris-filled room, arms wrapped around Reiko, gabbing in whispers. A busted pipe close by trickled. They’d taken refuge in the Straits Settlements Police forensic rooms at the General Hospital since the prior day, sheltering from the raging battle. The din and tremors were unending. The front had overrun their home on the outskirts.

	Hours earlier, a selfless Dr Kariya Tetsuhiko saved the Briton from the bayonets and muzzles of Arisaka rifles thrust forth by soldiers hell-bent on killing him. The medico got his word across, arguing forcefully in their native tongue. But not before a fierce one-man rugby maul against the squad and catching a strike in his midriff for his efforts. But his firm air carried the hour, and the hostile lieutenant ceded. Not without venom. They quit, leaving them alone. Thereafter, they’d seen no trace of the troops. Neither of the quack.

	The Englishman’s daughter, a Nihonjin alike their friend, was at the clash too in the vault-like space built into the base of Pearl’s Hill. Afterwards, she refused to leave her father’s side, likewise intent on keeping him safe.

	There was a valid reason for their fears. Before the intrusion, news reached them of the past day’s slaughter at the British Military Hospital in Alexandra, two miles west. The callous murder of the medics and patients, able or infirm, European or Asian. Untold souls. As the sun peaked, along with a premature dusk caused by smothering smog, they shared a cold tin of corned beef. Using their fingers. They sniffed nothing of its aroma.

	As they huddled in the gloom, he caught her feminine scent, real or imagined, against the acrid reek of spent ordnance and smoke. He studied her angelic face - which twinkled between bliss and anxiety - then at her chest, rising and falling under her hospital scrubs. An obscure feeling overcame him at once. A virile yen ... for her. It shocked him and he took his wits elsewhere, dismissing his longing, chiding himself inwardly.

	 

	In the Allied zone, several miles east, hours afterwards....

	Two souls stepped from a rickshaw, a short distance away on Joo Chiat, before wobbling for the Chapel Road property. By appearances, they were sozzled cronies, heading home, after grieving for their native soil and fleeing from the dread of the future. At the pub. The truth was that the boozing struck one person. The second, known to their handlers as ‘Gazo’, propped and steered Peter Lee. They made it up the steps and gained entry.

	Meanwhile, the sober - babbling support - cajoled the inebriated along into the living room. Lee floated in and out of feeble awareness as his brain ached, aggravated by the jabs of daylight through the shutters. Wooziness swamped him. His legs felt akin to rubber.

	By then, he’d lost all inkling of his afternoon’s aim: to secure his fellow operative. Instead, the tables had turned on him. Out of nowhere, a stick of bombs fell nearby, and Lee’s pegs already unstable failed him. He slumped. Straightaway, his compatriot yanked him up into a kneeling position and slapped him. He blinked while the other loomed large in his blurred vision, an instrument in hand. He beamed, realising - despite the fuzz and drowsiness in his head - what the tool was. And its purpose.

	Even at that point, he sensed little danger and kept smiling. Lee scanned about the room, trying to orientate himself, and thought he recognised the surroundings. His favourite travel photograph, that of London’s Tower Bridge, hung centre stage on the feature wall. Relief at being home swaddled him. He grinned.

	Utterances in the Nihongo tongue drew his face forth, and he spotted his friend again. He slurred, then cackled with euphoria, tickled that the metal blade was flaccid. Wobbly. In his drunken eyes, it wriggled about like a jelly toy.

	The handle came into his left palm. Lee gripped and swished it around with glee, fancying himself as a noble samurai in battle slaying a nemesis. With abruptness, he tried to stand, pushing against his companion who crouched behind him, locking him. They tussled.

	Without warning, the traditional Malay keris plunged into his torso. It went deep, then the wavy dagger jerked and sawed, its design - lending itself to stabbing rather than cutting - working against it. But it proved keen enough to carve with brawn, drawing sideways. At once, a foul stink imbued the space, and the sinner reeled, stomach churning, nose pursed, breath held. The blade tore a jagged track through the abdomen. Blood gushed and intestines spilled out grotesquely.

	Substance-soused, Lee felt no pain, but a tickle. He part-giggled, part-shrieked, pointing to the mess at his belly, before his ticker stalled.

	In his last moments, he offered a lopsided smile. And flopped forward.

	❁

	Days later, a memo for the consul-general arrived by despatch rider. It stated:

	 

	Confidential

	Imperial Japanese Army

	Report S1-015A, 17 Feb 1942

	To: Yamagata Seiji, Soryoji, Malai

	We found Ito Takeo, a Nipponese, deceased by a knife wound at his Chapel Road home in Katong, Singapore. As our probe detected no signs of villainy, we conclude Ito-san rose to join his noble ancestors by seppuku in keeping with their samurai customs. He sacrificed himself on 15 Feb 1942. We will inter him with full military honours in the Nihonjin bochi kōen at Serangoon.

	The matter is closed.

	 

	Respectfully,

	Oishi Masayuki, Rikugun-Chūsa

	Commander, 2nd Field Kempeitai unit, Syonan-to, Malai

	 

	 

	
ONE

	Bythesea Cottage, 1940

	The sleek yadake bamboo reed with its willow-leaf shaped tip and golden eagle fletching hissed, parting the air, flying true. In a flash, it slammed into the straw target seventy yards away, while the kyūdōka posed stock-still, dignified, as her bow, lankier than she was tall, spun in her palm and came to rest, its cord forward. She sighted down the range and saw the missile an inch from dead centre; her aiming point. She pursed her lips, displeased with herself.

	Applause sprung from the small crowd of three, and she whirled, composed herself, bowed deep twice, thrice in thanks and smiled. A moment later, she readjusted herself into her elegant stance for the following arrow, starting the draw while it was above her crown, pulling back on the hemp tsuru until her hand paused behind her ear. The bolt hung level with her mouth. Her orbs absorbed.

	‘Chin-chin,’ Monty chirped, after he revived their glasses with Macallan Highland Single Malt. He held up his tumbler.

	‘Kampai!’ the Kariya brothers chorused.

	‘Stirring to see Reiko pursuing an old feudal art. One that is graceful, despite its lethal purpose,’ Tetsu observed. ‘With outstanding skill, too.’

	Shinji, the owlish and staider fraternal twin, concurred, ‘As skilled as I’d ever seen. Was it Takahashi-sensei who trained her?’

	‘Kamiyo, kare o yasuma sete kudasai,’ said Montague Bythesea, the host, in fluent Nihongo, the Japanese tongue. It was a phrase meaning God Rest Him. ‘Indeed. Although he held a great love for kyūdō, he had sights on her mastering ju-jitsu.’

	‘Natural, I suppose. He was a master of the close combat martial art.’

	‘Quite so. In the event, she defied him at age five, insisting on archery and riding as her fortes, entertaining no argument. An early sign of her inner strength. Fancy that, eh? Going against a daunting descendant of samurai whose first name meant “Double Dragon”.’ He caressed his painter’s brush moustache in contemplation. ‘And if you think Rei’s adept releasing from a static pose, watch her let loose from a galloping horse. I wouldn’t want to do battle with her.’

	Tet chuckled. ‘A proud parent, I see.’ He gripped his friend on the shoulder. ‘Understandably and deservedly so.’

	‘Hear, hear...!’ Shin joined, rapping the chair’s armrest to underline his agreement. 

	‘Indeed, I am,’ said Bythesea in noble-born English. ‘She’s smashing! Talented, wise and beautiful in every way. True to the essence of her given name, Reiko.’

	‘Much credit to you, I reckon,’ Tet responded. ‘I dare say Takahashi-san would be grateful to you.’

	‘Good Heavens, no! Quite the reverse. I am indebted to him! He was more of a father to me than my own, and his teachings in wisdom and ju-jitsu saved my life more times than I can recall. Also, like you chaps, he never saw me as a gaijin. An outsider.’ Beside his rattan chair, Yuki, their akita inu, stretched as he stroked it with languid fingertips. Its fluffy, wintery appearance had inspired its name, meaning ‘snow’. ‘More so, he’d granted me a priceless gift in Rei. A gift so precious... One I could never repay. I deserve no merit for her. That was Rei’s own doing.’

	‘Still, it was a grave responsibility … Not just her youth when she came into your care, but her grief. She adored her father.’

	‘Indeed. But Reiko never was a millstone. She’s a joy,’ proclaimed Monty. After his family’s murder, his world had ensued colourless. Dark, baneful too. Then, months afterwards, she stormed his stage, diffusing the shroud of misery that choked him, swapping it with a tapestry of hues. She unfurled his inky spirit, and his soul reshaped.

	Streaks of the morning sun spotlighted Rei then. She stood attired in a white short-sleeved keiko-gi bound by an obi belt, over a black hakama, with white split-toed tabi socks. Just now, she flicked her skirt-like trousers to cover her wooden clogged feet. For archery, she wore her long ebony mane with side bangs, knotted and set at the top of her crown with lacquered chopsticks. A ponytail flowed down her graceful neck and straight spine.

	She re-gripped her shaped, asymmetrical bamboo and leather bow - the yumi - which at over two yards tall, dwarfed her. With it held a third up its length, the standing pose with the bowline drawn back was majestic. Strikingly exquisite. A sight made more alluring by her ethereal beauty. Her delicate facial features and flawless milky skin. Her lithe figure.

	She posed in a Zen trance, carrying out her refinements with exacting control, giving herself to the spiritual - the munen muso. Thoughtless, illusion-less. A state of mind clear of worldly longings. Then, with a subtle, unseen easing of her fingers, another arrow freed, whizzed true and struck the target; like its inventors meant since they created the art form in the 12th century. At 131 mph, it’d glided just over a second, clipping an earlier shaft.

	‘You’ve held her adoption specifics privy. Care to share, Mont? I sense there’s more,’ Tet urged in fluent English, tinted with Japanese and Malayan lilt from a lengthy patch living in the country. ‘Time you spilled the details…’

	The Brit withdrew into a spell of conflicting parley. Thereafter, he said, ‘My sensei was succumbing to the insidious incursion of his organs and implored me to adopt Reiko. How could I deny him?’ What he masked was the elder had pleaded with him to marry Rei. He’d refused on two grounds, but above all because he couldn’t agree to a marriage forced upon her.

	Shin lit up another ciggie and puffed, billowing fumes. ‘Was that out of pity for losing your family?’

	‘I made sure it wasn’t. Could never have accepted on that basis,’ said Monty. ‘After weighing it, I agreed to a wardship. At Takahashi-sensei’s bidding, my obligation would stay till she turned twenty-two.’ He exhaled. ‘Compared to her youthful Oriental looks, I appear craggy … grey. She was then seventeen but would pass for a ninth-grade student.’ His once cinnamon brown hair had faded to salt and pepper. He was right. Strangers viewed them as odd.

	‘Yes, we’d heard the whisperings.’ Shin cleaned his lenses with a handkerchief.

	‘Thank God, Rei’s a self-assured soul. Poised. Against the official paperwork, we see ourselves as siblings, not father and daughter, and we enjoy an enriching relationship.’ He mused on their wa, their harmony. Just then, as he often did, he pondered: What if? But he resumed, ‘We exist as equals. Although she defers to my judgement for a good many things. She runs the home though.’

	‘She’s a Japanese woman, né?’ said Tetsu, the doctor, scratching his beard in reflection. ‘Ingrained cultural customs are hard to rub out. In her case, the Confucian ethics for women: the “three obediences and four virtues”. Then, take Shin and I. Largely Western educated, yet our upbringing shapes our behaviour. You too, with your Oriental ways.’ He beamed.

	‘You don’t say,’ Monty concurred, before his mind drifted anew to Reiko, musing on her serene inner beauty. An Eastern collectedness many Occidental men find endearing. He too. At that instant, he thought, If only?

	‘The tittle-tattling European women allege Rei is your juvenile “toy” picked up from the alleys of Osaka. They refer to her as a “whore”, among other vile labels,’ said Shin. ‘And there’s the notion she’s your bastard child with an Asian wench. Ooh, the swill those scandalmongers spew over their high tea at the Raffles or their private clubs! Damn sickening, I say.’

	Tet remarked, ‘Mind you, the Nihonjin aren’t kinder.’

	‘I couldn’t care less about anyone’s opinion of me. But I am troubled by how Rei would feel regarding those harsh words.’

	Yet another faint swoosh and thud sang through the forest peace.

	 

	Bythesea was fortunate to own the means, through inheritance, to gain a residence in the desired upland estate. As a boon, it stood near the Senior Police Officers’ Mess and, at the hill’s base, the Police Depot and Polo Club, where he played the game. And where they rode for leisure.

	Theirs was a secluded property, with its boundaries no shorter than a hundred yards each, upon which a handsome bungalow nested in a prime spot. The highest point. It was a ‘Black-and-White’ stucco dwelling with a clay tile roof and broad eaves, while a veranda overlooked the vast garden and gravelled drive. Tall hedgerows screened it from the lane and their neighbours.

	When looking for a home, their needs were space, privacy and quietude, with a lawn apt for Rei’s kyūdō and her vegetable plot. Apart from that, room for his hobbies, before all else, his Märklin model train set, and his workshop.

	Schooled in ancient Japanese woodworking, the new owner carved a teak plaque for the gate. It read ‘Bythesea Cottage’ and ‘Kitsune no su’ in Nipponese, which reworded into ‘The Fox’s Den’. It left visitors asking over its import. Yet, he kept it from most.

	The house was spacious, surpassing an average expat’s abode. But to Monty, calling it anything else larger was haughty. Snooty. On settlement, he gutted it, then remodelled it to suit their way of life. They gave the prior owner’s English chattels to the karung guni or rag-and-bone man, and in came fittings tailored to the climate. As well, they added touches of Nihon, not least, his array of rare ukiyo-e woodblock artwork showing scenes of Mount Fuji and the Kiso Road; the timeworn trail between Edo - old Tokyo - and Kyoto.

	Together, they decked out the ample veranda as a quasi-outdoor living room, with black-and-white striped bamboo roller blinds called chiks around its edges, lowering them during lashing rain only. As such, the space lasted breezy and cool. It was where they spent most of their time, with the omnipresent mosquito coils glowing to keep the pests at bay. And it was where the men had relaxed, watching Rei practising her archery.

	After the house was done, they toiled with bare hands, sculpting a modest Japanese niwa aside it. The garden featured the intrinsic elements. To begin with, there was a four-foot-tall stone lantern, and landscaping of boulders, gravel and sand, along with ornamental plants. Then in the middle, a deep pond of longfin butterfly koi in gold, white and black, and a cascading stream over which a wooden arched bridge crossed. Last, a side flow coursed to a sōzu fountain, where water off an upper bamboo pipe dribbled into a lower rocker arm, pivoted off-centre. As liquid amassed, it see-sawed, freeing its contents into the pool, followed by reeling back upon a rock. ‘Klop-klopping’ in cycles.

	 

	The foursome wandered along the leafy Mount Pleasant Road to the Senior Police Officers’ Mess, their venue for a luncheon celebration.

	Reiko, dressed in a vibrant yukata and tottering on her pretty geta, struggled to keep pace. ‘Osu! You lot! I can’t walk that fast. Not in this summer kimono and wooden sandals!’ They burst into laughter and eased their strides.

	She beamed, took Shin’s arm, then did the same with his brother. And sashayed onward.

	‘I detect a delightful bouquet ... hmm ... let me see ... I smell camellias,’ Tet said, looking into the sky. ‘Aha! Shiseido Hanatsubaki!’

	‘Very good indeed, Tetsu Ojisan! No fooling you.’ She snickered. ‘Yes, I bought this outfit and perfume at Isetan in Shinjuku. Been there? Their lovely flagship store? They have a gorgeous rooftop garden with sweeping views of Tokyo.’

	‘On your recent trip to pay respects to your ancestors.’

	Rei nodded. ‘And the quilt of momiji and icho was divine.’

	‘Ahh, the autumnal hues of red and orange, with brilliant yellows.’ His mind flipped then, uttering with longing, ‘Oh, how I adore those wards? Shinjuku and Shibuya with Harajuku? And the Meiji Jingu shrine and Shinjuku Gyoen gardens?’ Struck by the memories, he sighed.

	She swirled the opposite way.

	‘And Shin Ojisan, a handsome man like you with no love interest? Unbelievable....’

	‘Samurai like me are too occupied for romance, my goddaughter.’ He saw chasing headline stories and news scoops akin to fighting battles. ‘Besides…,’ he uttered, chuckling at his own quip, ‘… women are demanding.’ 

	‘Yes, we are! And I make no apologies for that!’

	The men chuckled.

	She resumed, ‘Tetsu Ojisan, please bring your lady to visit our home.’

	‘Arigato, Rei-chan, I shall,’ said Tet, the jollier of the brothers. ‘How I wish Misaki and Keni’chi were here to celebrate too?’

	‘Ta, old boy, but I have darling Reiko and you two Nikkeijin loafers,’ Monty chirped, beaming. ‘You’re my family now.’

	The group wandered into the stately white building and fell into the clutches of well-wishers. They were his closest friends, most since his first spell in Singapore as a junior sleuth. At the front to welcome the guest of honour were Supt Wally Taylor and lawyer Dennis Khoo and their wives Clara and Esther. Then among others, there were Dr Reuben Chee, retirees Dr Dicky Pocklington and his missus Nessie, plus Tet’s love fancy, Irene De Rosa. They came to mark Monty’s rise to Detective Chief Inspector. A feat at thirty-six.

	They convened in the dining hall after drinks at the bar, where the dialogue circled around the events in Europe and Asia. Predictably, it centred on the savage air battle over Britain. The Straits Times bore grave news of RAF losses, damage to cities and mounting casualties. And of Londoners huddling below ground in the Tube day and night to dodge the Luftwaffe’s attacks. During which, valiant firefighters - many of whom fought in WWI - wrestled to quell fires lacking the means; the bombs having cut the water mains. Still, the fire boats battled from the Thames.

	Their chats also covered the Pacific, where the United States had ramped up their sanctions against Japan. The oil and trade embargoes.

	At a juncture, absentminded Dr Pocklington claimed, ‘all Nips are warlike and lewd,’ citing their invasion of China and the infamous Rape of Nanking. It riled Shin, who countered with the observation the Brits were hardly innocent of odious conduct, naming the crimes during the Boer War and the Opium Wars in China. The killings and lootings. Without missing a beat, Tet said that the East India Company roved the Orient, seizing land and oppressing the native folk; while Irene added they’d made vast riches from the slave-trade. Dicky got ruddier with each retort. Dennis Khoo ruled the debate, banging his makeshift gavel - a soup ladle - mimicking a court judge.

	Enjoying the social, Monty took in everything, wise to the issues, judging no one. For him, they presented cases of boon and bane being both right ... and bloody wrong.

	On a more pleasant topic, Tet charmed the gathering by his portrayal of the mid-autumn festival of Tsukimi, which honoured the harvest moon and gave thanks for bountiful crops. Thereafter, the superintendent stood. He made a speech, then led a toast to DCI Bythesea.

	Afterwards, as they finished their desserts, Reiko, usually reserved in such settings, stuck up her hand. Dolce in lilt, she voiced, ‘May I speak, please?’

	In surprise, they turned to towards her. ‘Of course, Imoto!’ Monty grinned, addressing her with fondness as ‘little sister’ despite her twenty-three years.

	She rose and faced him. Although mature beyond her age, she presented teen-like to the Caucasians. With a dimpled smile, she began, ‘My dear Oniichan, I recognise rank wasn’t, nor would it form, your reason for what you do. But it’s still a marvellous achievement and I am proud of you.’ 

	She looked at each guest with her bright almond eyes. ‘And I’m sure every soul here will agree, much as I rejoice and applaud your success, I cherish and honour you more for the generous and loving person you are. A loyal friend to friends.’ Nods and hushed yeses arose. ‘For taking me in when my otōsan went into the Gods’ embrace and for comforting me in my hour of need, I stand forever grateful. Domo arigato gozaimasu!’ She bowed deep. After a moment, she straightened and beamed sweetly ear-to-ear.

	Ardent cheers and praise erupted from the around the table. She bobbed her head again. And again.

	Monty smiled and mouthed a silent thanks to her. He saw Rei’s answer in her radiant irises, then spotted something else nestled in them. What though?

	 

	 

	
TWO

	8 December 1941

	Night cloaks the unlit veranda as Bythesea sat consumed by his thoughts. In the stillness, the low singing and whine of insects and toads rang ceaseless but soothing, accented by the eerie shrieks of macaques. The chik-chik-chik of cicaks - the common house gecko - joined the gentle medley. And its vibe. The only glimmer he gleaned were the dim glows of mosquito repellent coils and the civic districts’ shimmer mirrored in the clouds.

	He reached for the square bottle of Nikka Whisky, poured himself another finger, dropped in an ice cube and quaffed, swirling the smoky, peaty liquor in his mouth. Its warmth soothed him.

	He’d woken with a start earlier, beading with sweat and upset, from the hellish nightmare he suffered during each kip. That of finding the slain mess of his wife, Misaki, and son, Ken’ichi, after a visit by rogue thugs once of the yakuza. Sleep wouldn’t return to him.

	He thought of Keni or Kenny, his offspring, whom his father wanted named Montague Guy Redvers Baden Bythesea IV. It was awkward enough for him being the Third. The demand reeked of ego: seeking, satisfying ego. The result of being the next in sequence was akin to having no marked identity: that he wasn’t his own person. Nay an individual. Evermore an extension, a ‘rubber stamp’, of his stern parent and of his draconian grandfather. He had refused to expose his boy to the same senseless challenge.

	Down deep, the dapper Monty was unlike his forebears, a distinction they were quick to blame on his part-Oriental nurturing. The fact was that held no sway on it. Rain or shine, he was born with many traits, chief among which were his wit, moral compass and courage, but his kin, puritanical and uppish, deemed him a renegade. Their Victorian bents, a model set by dated rules, drove them to fit into their vision of society. It moved them to fret over how their peers regarded them.

	Monty differed. He kept scant fondness for what he saw as needless: the stuffy niminy-piminy. The hang-ups. While entitled to be addressed as ‘My Lord’, he spurned the label, having little time for elitism. Hearing it irked him. With few exceptions, he denied his aristocratic birthright and averted flaunting his riches, favouring commonness. And despite being seen by his fellow Brits as an oddball, he was hardly a rebel. Just a person who suited neither them nor the Japanese. Yet, belonging to twain.

	Known by his chums and colleagues as Monty, Mont, or ‘M’, opinions differed on whether his chequered breeding was a blessing or impairment. For him, it was the former. He was proud of his western and eastern halves, believing he’d gained wisdom from both.

	Bythesea the II had pressed his son to enter a distinguished field, if he wished to behave with ‘insolence and idiocy as to toil for diversion.’ He had expected a banker, judge, surgeon or museum curator. ‘On no account, a plodding flatfoot mingling with the dregs of humanity!’ Monty kept other ideas.

	The art déco Bee Ess grandfather clock chimed four times a short while ago as he mused, dissecting the enigma of his family. He reflected on his younger sister Shay, his sole sibling, who had taken the reins at their estate in England. Thankfully, she was more like him. He missed her.

	‘Oniichan sumimasen......’ 

	Reiko, in a silk negligee, found him after a frenzied search inside for him. She’d slid onto her knees at the armchair, rocking his arm, squeaking in Nihongo. ‘Monty-chan!’

	‘Huh? Wha…?’ He lurched awake, spooked by Rei’s sudden presence and the sharp call of his name. ‘Imoto?’

	‘Okite kudasai ... the noise.’

	‘Wot?’

	‘The hum. Did you not hear the aeroplanes?’

	He tilted an ear upwards and heard nothing over the chant of bugs. ‘Nay.’

	‘I hope they are British, for I am against Nihon starting a conflict. As it stands, I am ashamed of what’s occurring in China. As a Nihonjin, my feelings tilt towards the Divine Emperor, but I fear the throne is being misadvised ... no, pushed into war by Tōjō Hideki and his henchmen.’

	‘Indeed, darling,’ he cooed in reply. ‘You’d imagine they can resolve disputes amicably. Disgrace is also upon the Britons for their greed and selfish deeds in the East over the centuries. They flooded China with opium and helped arm Japan without regard for their consequences, while sacking the lands, gaining eye-watering wealth. Tin, rubber, tea, gold, palm oil, cane sugar, what have you? And they enslaved the natives, giving trivial in return. Scarce altruistic at any rate.’

	She held his hand.

	‘The government and trading firms built lavish clubs here and on the hill resorts upcountry for the Westerners, then forbid the locals, even though the country belongs to them! It is why I decline their invites to take up membership. Never was about affordability.’

	Monty was flush in his own right. He was a detective by choice, speaking for victims that cannot speak for themselves, to gain justice and make measures of amends for the police’s failure in protecting them. His father had termed it ‘larking about’ and ‘soiled labour’. Something ‘below’ his station. It’d caused a massive rift, but it was the fresh graduate’s calling. He would not deny it.

	‘Neither had the transplants built schools. The ethnic communes and the Christian missionaries founded them…,’ he resumed with a sigh, ‘… where in cases, the clan kongsis and the secret societies helped with liberal gifts to the building funds. You’d think the affluent émigrés would requite by investing in the folk from whom they reap lavishly.’

	Out of nowhere, a crisp breeze blew from the forest, and she shivered. He removed his over-shirt and draped it over her shoulders, certain it was the chill. 

	A flutter of trepidation swept through her. ‘Should we shelter in the garden ditch?’

	‘God willing it’s nought, hmm?’ He scanned the horizon, pointed and said, ‘Look! The city is aglow. Surely, they’d cut the electricity and darken the place if there were inbound hostiles? The RAF has that new whatchamacallit gadget the boffins invented? Ah yes, radar! Sirens would sound, giving us warning.’

	She gazed at his face, and he sensed her worry.

	Monty rose, helped Rei onto her feet and, from an instinct to protect, he cuddled her. It was an easy intimacy allowed by their kinship, despite her sheer and revealing night garment. It had been innocent over the years. Though of late.…

	Mustering the smidgens of confidence he felt, he forced himself into a mask of calm and purred, ‘There’s no cause for alarm, my dear. We’re quite safe here with the house unlit.’ On balance, he was correct. ‘Best we stay here for the present.’

	Their wooded estate on the edge of the jungle mass nestled in the isle’s core cloaked them in a sea of obscure blackness from above. Besides, he figured, an attacker wouldn’t waste their bullets, let alone bombs, on valueless targets like Bythesea Cottage. Also, the closest target of military worth was the British Army and Royal Air Force joint headquarters way yonder. A far juicier prey. But it was a distance removed and he couldn’t see a bomber pilot being so inapt as to miss the Sime Road Camp, hitting them instead.

	Reiko smacked her arm suddenly, followed by her throat. ‘Baka! Idiot,’ he cursed, censuring himself for failing to keep the bug incense going. He drew a small bottle from a pocket that held their homemade pest-repellent of neem and lavender essences steeped in aloe vera leaf gel. He uncapped it and dabbed the potion upon her soft, milky skin, which showed translucent in the moon glow. First, her neck, ahead of her limbs. Afterwards, she returned the favour. 

	Therewith, their peaceful world upended. Without warning, a faint drone reached them, buzzing, swelling, as if agitated wasps were nearing and they spun to face south. Moments after, they saw flickers like lightning off the clouds, chased a split-second later by flat crumps. Bombers pursuing bombers dumped their ‘eggs’ in clumps over the mercantile district, and the wharves and godowns. And upon Chinatown.

	‘Blinking heck, it’s no drill!’ Monty yelped. ‘The bloody fools, the deuced nincompoops! They haven’t dimmed the city lamps!’

	Alerted now, he grabbed her hand, and they ran from the bungalow, pulling up at the brink of the shadow-filled slit trench he had dug. He knew it’d be awash from the afternoon downpour, together with a risk of cobras. Unless vital, he’d avoid using it. They gazed helplessly, perplexed by the silent anti-aircraft batteries.

	Before long, the rain of bombs ceased, and the formation flew closer towards them, showing lucent in the moonlight and explosions. The AA guns started up then, but their labours were futile as the raiders had sowed misery and flown past the city. A seed of doubt latched onto Monty right before the stream broke into three groups, banking in separate directions. He sighed with relief. Within moments, he deduced their headings: the RAF airfields and RN naval base in the island’s north.

	The air-raid sirens began wailing then.

	War had begun, and the Allies’ unpreparedness incensed Monty. ‘Damn those daft blockheads! I can’t believe they didn’t sound the alarm and douse the lights beforehand. And where were the RAF’s Brewster Buffaloes and the ack-ack lads? Were they tucked in their cots?’

	A brief lull ensued before distant booms resounded. ‘Up goes Seletar, Tengah and Sembawang,’ he rued, brooding on the airstrips and the navy’s prized station. ‘Rather nasty, wot?’ he remarked, lapsing to his usual genteelism. ‘Back to bed, darling,’ he proposed, praying she would, before he bolted off downtown to render aid.

	‘No! Not now! Countless hurt … I must help!’ squealed Reiko as torrents of tears swam from her eyes. She bawled into his chest, pounding it with her fists, a profound sorrow in her voice, and he gripped her tighter, resisting her attempts to break his embrace. 

	Monty felt impotent as she grieved and sobbed, laden by the guilt and shame because of the Japanese blood flowing in her veins. His paternal instincts sprang forth. ‘Unwise, Rei, as a sneak follow-up blitz may occur. The all-clear hasn’t pealed, and it’s safe here. Also, it’ll be bedlam, and you’d hinder the civil defence fire and rescue crews.’ 

	‘I must, I must!!’

	He caught the determination in her tone and wavered, gentling his tone. ‘Wait till dayspring, then go to the GH and Tetsu Ojisan.’ Concerned about irate locals, he said as an afterthought, ‘Dress in a samfu, hmm?’ The long-sleeved Chinese apparel, along with her command of the native dialects, would help mask her telltale alabaster skin and her race.

	An idea struck him. ‘I say, why don’t we climb the rise and look-see, eh?’

	She nodded. 

	He dashed inside and got her a robe. Together, they made their way to the crest of the hill, where they met several neighbours. She voiced not a word, embarrassed she was Nipponese.

	The spectacle chilled them and broke their hearts. Columns of dense smoke were billowing, surging skywards, silhouetted against the radiance of the many tongues of flames. Now and again, secondary bursts flashed as volatile fuels and flammable goods caught sparks. At speed, the infernos spread and grew intense.

	Alfred Woodley popped to mind, and he knew the sub-editor at The Straits Times would seethe over the tardy alert, the blazing city lights and absent RAF. The day’s broadsheet would ask pointed ‘jolly-well-explain’ questions of the government and armed services. Although in private, he’d quip: ‘We can’t be bad sports, you know ... and make it difficult for the Nips.’

	Back at the dwelling later, they raised Tetsu and, through a static-charged phone call, were relieved to find the Kariyas unhurt. But Shin’s home had sustained severe damage.

	 

	In the event, they set off in their modest 1936 Austin 7 before dawn. Thick, sickening smog from countless fires clogged the sky, keeping the glimpses of predawn light at bay. In the civic centre, Monty drove with focus, steering the ‘Baby Austin’ around fallen debris and corpses lying in the avenues, while Rei streamed tears at each victim they passed. They detoured, skirting blazes and blockades, before she alighted at the General Hospital. Then he continued to the Detective Branch, pausing en route at a newsstand.

	Undeterred by the raid, the day’s papers carried accounts of the event. In every tongue. The Straits Times’ reported:

	JAPS LAND IN MALAYA. BOMB SINGAPORE

	WHO LEFT THE LIGHTS ON? INQUIRY UNDERWAY

	Likewise, they told of the landings at Kota Bharu in Malaya’s far north and at Singora in Thailand over the border. Also, the strike at Pearl Harbour.

	Late in the evening, Monty reverted to the GH after learning the Special Branch and Military Police were hunting Japanese subversives. Ensuring that they’d Rei alone, he worried about the brothers, as others may have falsely denounced them. Bedlam had seized the place with its staff, scrambling about with haste. The afflicted packed the hallways. Many had expired.

	Professor Dr Kariya Tetsuhiko, Doctor of Emergency Medicine, and Pathologist, was hard at work appraising a casualty; his half-moon glasses worn like a tiara over his tousled hair. Monty waited till he was done with the child.

	‘I say, Tubs, where’s Reiko?’

	Tetsu, a man of several nicknames to his mates, including Tet and Tubby, lifted his head. ‘Ah M, there you are. Rei’s gone to the canteen for teh tarik. She’s been excellent help.’

	‘Splendid. Listen, chum, they’re rounding up the Nihonjin.’

	‘Not to worry. I’m immune from the plague,’ he tootled, upbeat despite his exhaustion and the hubbub. ‘My “vaccine” grew from the Tuan Besar himself.’

	It took Monty blinks to gather his friend’s drift. Besides his medical and teaching duties, Tet was a serving Police Surgeon with the Straits Settlements Police. The SSP. The Malay term he used, meaning ‘big boss’, implied the Inspector-General of Police Arthur H. Dickinson. ‘How’d you manage that?’

	‘Oh, he sent me a signed note clarifying my status by despatch rider. Freely, I might add. Hadn’t had the chance to think beyond treating patients. Rei?’

	‘She’s a British subject with “Bythesea” as her surname, but I gained impunity papers for her as an added safeguard. Our dear IG was happy to oblige.’ He grinned. ‘Only after a tedious grilling over the axe slaying case. Shin?’

	‘Īe.’ No. He frowned for the first time. ‘Absconded. Perhaps in his boneshaker Morris Eight, heading upcountry to cover the battle. Although, he said last week he half expects detention if an invasion happens. Well, it has....’

	Kariya Shinji worked for The Straits Times, and prior to them, the Eastern News Agency, a provider of bulletins to the English publishers. They sparked debate from the outset. The British argued that they served skewed media from Japan’s official news agency, the Dōmei Tsushin, and thus, it was propaganda. Shin, however, disputed this. He claimed they dealt with reports from varied sources.

	Reiko appeared with dumplings and reused condensed milk tins filled with sweetened hot tea. Each vessel had its lid bent back flat, and a cord drawn through a hole in the top for toting. She slumped down in a chair, unsmiling. And sipped her Green Spot soft drink.

	‘Rei, how did you guess? Oh, never mind. Ta,’ Monty said, realising she was always ahead of the game where caring for him was involved.

	‘Poor girl’s run off her feet but saved my legs from turning to jelly. Thanks.’

	She gave a tired smile and uttered in English. ‘My pleasure, Uncle Tet.’

	‘Nothing quite like a personal assisting nurse,’ he beamed. ‘A competent one at that.’

	They drank their beverages and swapped tidings. Afterwards, at Tet’s behest, Reiko left with Monty for a brief rest at home.

	 

	As he sat cocooned by the veranda’s gloom, he heard faint sobs issuing from her bedroom. Save for monosyllabic responses, she’d ensued stony quiet through their meal, with her irises cast downward. In shame.

	His efforts hadn’t comforted her an iota. Her sorrow pained him.

	 

	 

	
THREE

	31 December 1941

	It was three weeks into the war as Peter Lee returned to his bungalow at Chapel Road in Katong, having made a risky recon of the island’s north coast. He’d shammed as a farmer, cycling about for five days, showing his bogus identity card on demand, which was often, and speaking in Hokkien, the most used Chinese tongue. Or in broken Malay. Throughout, he feared his slight accent would give away his game. With frayed nerves, it drove him to switch masks now and then, to playing a grinning, drooling mute to pass. Itself an art.

	Crucially, he had garnered the intel his masters wanted, that vital for their invasion of Singapore. He was told to focus on the shore area for eight miles west of the Kranji River inlet, and inland from there. Using his wits and memory, he’d put nothing on paper.

	He craved yakitori, unagi with udon noodles, but he kept none of their ingredients, afraid the rare visitor may note them and blow his cover. Instead, he made a simple fried rice with lup cheong spiced Chinese sausage and limp choy sum. It was late afternoon. He was famished, and time played against him.

	He mulled over what he had observed while chewing, then formed a plan to outline the Allied deployment and their strengths and readiness. Plus, the state of roads, lanes and trails that would serve their reinforcements. And his compatriots.

	Afterwards, he went down into his secret bunker. He encoded the report before sending it by wireless in concise chunks. Dodging detection was key.

	❁

	Elsewhere on the island, friends convened chez Bythesea. 

	Mount Pleasant, where they dwelt, was a locale that enjoyed the best of both worlds. Wooded and elevated, it stood on the city’s verge, against the isle’s vast forest wilderness, away from the hubbub. Yet, it was within minutes of downtown.

	Barely larger than the Isle of Man, and under half the size of Tokyo Bay, Singapore lay off the Malay mainland’s southern tip, split by the Johor Strait; a three-quarter mile wide moat bridged by a causeway. Notably, it perched at the conflux of the Malacca Strait and the South China and Java Seas. It was thus vital for East-West trade and the British Empire’s defence; being the same.

	Before the Britons came, the natives voiced it as Singapura, a title meaning ‘Lion City’ in the tongue of Malay. But it was a name drawn from ancient Sanskrit.

	It was an island of peerless beauty. It breathed a unique ambience and fragrance, arising from its balmy climate, rich red earth and lush plant life, coupled with its silky breezes and torrential storms. Two monsoon spells a year shed untold rain. As a result, the fauna thrived. The jungle grew rabidly with its exquisite orchids and succulent fruit. Still, there were the plantations and farms. Wildlife teemed. Butterflies, ladybirds, bees and dragonflies met banded leaf monkeys, flying lemurs and palm civets, while crocs and snakes plied the land and waterways. Up till the 1930s, tigers roamed the woods.

	The low-lying isle was ringed by idyllic shores with soft, lapping waves and swaying coconut palms and mangrove swamps, while wetlands and a legion of hills graced its interior. Bukit Timah, its tallest at 537 feet, roosted in its core. 

	A vessel of ethnics, it exuded disparities. Yet, oddly, they meshed carried by parallels. Despite the untold hardships, concord existed - on the whole - while each kept its oneness, its place.

	The Chinese, Malays and Indians formed the masses, and they lived alongside the interracial communes of the Peranakan and the Kristang. Meanwhile, smaller groups of Europeans, Arabs and Japanese closed the mix. The natives and the seasoned émigrés having earned their crust were, at the least, trilingual, shifting tongues with no thought. Most were adept at the street English where odd syntax, slangs and terms swayed by the dialects coloured their sentences.

	When Bythesea first arrived in Malaya as a Detective Sergeant in 1931, it was unlike what he’d presumed. It was more. Head-swirlingly more. In wide-eyed awe, he faced a strange, sultry and enchanting land, a blend of the exotic East and the precocious West. It burst with verve, where a medley of races and cultures, besides the religions, thrived. In tandem, the locals, while pious, kept ample superstitions and a dread of hantu and pontianak. Ghosts and female vampires.

	Before long, he began relishing the boundless variety of luscious street fare, and the markets brimming with produce from near and afar. Victuals he’d never seen. Japan included. He found spices, pandan and lemongrass next to fermented shrimp paste, dried anchovies and salted fish. While the wet section of the market offered fresh catch, pork and live poultry de-feathered on order. Then there were the freaky. Frogs, turtles, chicken feet, petai stinky beans, sago grubs and grasshoppers, besides the pungent durian fruit. The pong assaulted his nose at first, but he soon adjusted.

	Monty, who owned a gusto for food, inevitably grew a taste for the cuisines. His palate swelled to count Chinese, Malay and Indian. Eating out rose into a daily pursuit. A passion.

	Wards like Chinatown stormed his senses, and it became a haunt because of his work. People from all strata of life rambled about, in vivid traditional garb along with modish wear, in the narrow street canyons. They met food hawkers and peddlers with their laden carts, and cars, lorries and trolleybuses; besides a mass of bicycles and jinrikisha, the man-powered wheeled carriages. Amid the scrimmage and racket, the heady scent of bizarre Oriental herbs and brews vied with joss sticks and incense and the reek of open drains. Somehow, its ambience was never complete without the whiff of putrid waste. Or cigarettes. And often, opium, to Monty’s dismay.

	It was bedlam, yet the melee rolled along, like a theatre play scripted by a virtuoso. The ‘musical’ lasted from morning to night, waning in the wee hours before reviving its vigour from dawn. It ensued alike in Little India and Kampong Glam. And Little Japan.

	On a more familiar front, the city’s legislative and mercantile hub resembled London. The edifices, most built since the turn of the century, were palatial and of stone featuring Corinthian and Ionic columns. In cases, domes. They sat side by side against the norm of white stucco terraced shophouses and corrugated tin or palm thatched wooden shanties. All the while, the privileged British lived on vast parcels beyond the city. In grand manors.

	Intrigued, he read up on the isle’s history. 

	The Britons declared the harbour as a free port after a conferred treaty in 1819 between Sir Stamford Raffles and the Sultan of Johor. Six years later, Britain’s prestige in Asia soared when they founded the Straits Settlements. It composed the domains of Penang, Malacca and Dinding, with Singapore as its seat of government. And hub of trade and finance. They, together with the Malay States, became Tanah Melayu British. Or British Malaya.

	At the heart of this key haven were Keppel Harbour and the Singapore River, within sight of the town hall. Their docks and godowns ensued as a hive of trading and freight endeavours. And doubtless in any police officer’s mind, deeds less legal… plus those far less moral.

	As a pastime, or when Monty sought reflection, he watched the bumboats toing and froing between the waterway and ships anchored in the roads. They toiled without end. He strolled the wharves too, marvelling at the movement of goods, at times enduring profanity when he drifted in the path of slogging wharfies. Amidst roving and visiting the sawmills to source exotic woods for his hobby, he built links with the business owners. The towkays.

	Likewise, he ambled dockside and ogled the ocean liners flaunting the P&O, Cunard-White Star and Orient emblems, besides Blue Funnel, and admired their massive expanses and towering flues. Every so often, he longed for a passage to Japan, the country of his emergence. But never to Britain.

	His bouts of yearn were fleeting as he cherished his new home. Singapore. And in turn, the Malay landmass - colloquially referred to as ‘upcountry’ - which he toured with keenness. He adored Malacca and Penang for their zesty fares, while the Cameron Highlands with its ample tea growing estates offered cool relief from the hot and sticky lowlands. 

	It differed from the places he knew. It was, to Monty, vibrant. Exciting. A cornucopia of diversity.

	Yet for him, the place evoked feelings of ‘The E-W Chasm’, a self-coined phrase he used to sum up his plight. His disparity with those of his extraction. His mismatch, often conflict, with the typical British colonialist.

	The mindset of the British and their young, including those born in Malaya and had never set foot in Britain, was to regard the faraway isles as ‘home’. Distances ignored. The firm rule was to think, dress and behave ‘as we’ve always done back home in ol’ Blighty’. They idolised their monarch and upheld the social class system, where old school tie links also thrived. Meanwhile, many pursued an Anglo diet, and scorned deviations from British norms, with sinners - Monty for instance - judged as having ‘let the side down’. Tut-tuts included.

	They lived a lifestyle that embraced the societies, and sport and leisure clubs built to remind them of England. They barred the ‘coloured’ from membership or entry unless hired to serve. Bridge, billiards and the genteel sports of cricket and tennis featured high on their list of pursuits. Still, there was football and rugby, fondly called rugger.

	John Little, Robinsons and Whiteaway were the department stores catering to the Europeans and the rich Asians. They stocked a broad range of choice wares to lure their shoppers. Perfumes, jewellery and apparel, with sports gear, toys and gifts, besides Sheffield silverware and Manchester. Plus, much more. Their cafes offered scones, jam and tea to the weary. Further, there was Cold Storage, the prime market with foreign produce.

	The upper-class revelled in a world of privilege, with their opulent homes dressed with furniture and wares shipped from Selfridges and Harrods in the United Kingdom. Likewise, their clothes, headwear and shoes. Pets too.

	The middle-income Brit was no less blessed. Their lives were also bliss where native domestic staff such as drivers or syces, valets, maids and cooks served every need, while gardeners tended the grounds.

	By and large, the European ‘tuans’ saw their menials as lesser beings, despite gaining vast riches through their gruelling toil. Once again, Monty didn’t share their view. Also, he cared not for their traditions, which were often overstated, as if they needed to prove they remained bound to their identity and to the old king and country.

	When he arrived with Reiko in 1938, it felt gratifying, like returning to a second cosy home. 

	 

	Still, for New Year’s Eve, Monty thought some good old-fashioned British ‘stiff-upper-lip’ was apt, given their worsening plight. The tonic everyone needed. They had hosted a jolly bash each year and the morale-sapping war shan’t ruin it. The Allies’ dire pell-mell retreat, blackout and falling bombs be damned.

	Their guests were cronies, and the turnout proved excellent. Among others, it comprised Tet and Irene, the Khoos, Drs Chee and Smellie, with Liu Liang, a Straits official, apart from DS Jackson Yap and DC Devin Silva. Shin was away covering the battle, while the other missing Europeans were the norm. They had mustered at the Raffles Hotel for one of Singapore’s poshest annual events. Or suchlike at the Adelphi or Goodwood Park. Even with war damage, the eminent lodges were, in true British stoicism, calm and carrying on.

	They arrived earlier, appealing for a kyūdō display; and a fine show they got. Reiko enthralled them with her skills before the day ceded to dusk, shooting her last arrow when the swift equatorial gloom dimmed to a waning moon.

	At that instant, Shin was pushing a ‘soup bowl’ helmet upon his crown, weaving, ducking shells. The Straits Times newsman had gained consent to cover the coming battle at Slim River. Of keen interest to him were the defences being raised to secure the twin road and rail bridges over the natural barrier. If crossed, the Allies would have no means of preventing the invaders from taking Kuala Lumpur. He hoped to sneak behind the Japanese lines, too. The revellers missed him.

	The HMV 163 gramophone, which Monty bought to mark making detective grade in 1928, blared Big Band jazz. It churned out upbeat dance tunes punctuated by the crooners, much featuring Al Bowlly whom they liked. Edith Piaf rounded their playlist.

	Ethel Water’s ‘Stormy Weather’ drifted from the speaker as the host sent profuse clouds of perfumed smoke from his charcoal grill. Mindful of the wartime blackout, he carried out his culinary talents - or lack of, as Tetsu averred - on the veranda, blinds down, bar one, with a sand bucket nearby. It was to douse the embers if enemy planes showed. The second major air-raid on the city had occurred two nights ago. Plumes stormed the veranda and living room.

	In distress, Rei ran the ceiling fans at full sail, hoping to banish the smog. Tet jested with a claim that Monty’s babble and Doc Smellie’s pipe fumes were far harsher. He said they ruined the aroma and taste of the steaks - the last of Cold Storage’s imported Aberdeen Angus - she had cured in her homemade yakiniku. Jack joined by noting that they looked as enticing as burnt tyres after the chef’s zealous grilling. Charring rather.

	Opposed to the quips, the meal proved scrumptious. After which, Rei charmed the visitors with her music. Meantime Yuki, the akita, rested sphinx-like next to the seventeen-string koto, a six-foot long instrument crafted from kiri wood. The party lasted till near midnight.

	What followed was another rite. They filed outdoors and waited for the grandfather clock to chime. Then, bang on cue, they welcomed 1942 with a hearty cheer, lit their sparklers and sang the ‘Auld Lang Syne’ with vigour under the stars. 

	Blackout be damned.

	 

	 

	
FOUR

	12 February 1942

	Singapore’s isolation was days old, blocked by the enemy navy and hewn from the mainland by a seventy-foot breach in the Johor Causeway, once its sole land link. To deter the hostile juggernaut, the Allies blew it on 31 January after their last stragglers had crossed. But it also cut the key water supply pipes, leaving the island without the means of easing thirst. And quelling fires. The act sealed its fate.

	Ever since, the Imperial Japanese Army or IJA had taken to shelling the isle from Johor Bahru, striking the city, the British HQ and the naval base at Sembawang. Also hit were the camps, airfields and depots. Aside from the barrages, the air raids from 29 December had ensued nightly, although not with the same weight as the opening strikes. Daylight attacks were likewise occurring often.

	Then, on 8 February, the predicted tsunami came. But somewhat unexpected was their point of entry: the northwest coast. At Sarimbun. The 22nd Australian Brigade resisted boldly, but their meagre defences and depleted strength after weeks of bitter fighting worked in the foe’s favour. They surged inland in their numbers, akin to a frenzied herd of cattle.
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