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The Imperial




‘The Greater East Asia War was justified and righteous’


– Hideki Tojo





‘Something’s going on in front of the cinema,’ Le Froy said. ‘Some kind of demonstration.’


‘Where? Oh, no!’ I’d dozed off in the passenger seat after sitting up most of the previous night with my grandmother. That’s one of the best things about being married – a man who drives you to work on time even if he’s not happy with the job you’ve taken on. ‘Is it those people wanting to burn down the building again?’


Some people wanted the old Imperial cinema building demolished, claiming it was cursed and haunted by spirits of the unhappy dead. I could understand their resentment of this place. During the Occupation, the Japanese had commandeered the building as their town hall and renamed it Daitoa Gekijo, meaning ‘Greater East Asia Theatre’. They showed propaganda films inside, while displaying the decomposing heads of victims on stakes in the forecourt where a crowd gathered now. It had truly been a horrible, cursed and putrid space.


But this was 1947. Singapore Island was trying to move on from bad memories with the reopening and relaunch of the Imperial cinema that day . . . if the Grand Gala Opening Ceremony I’d worked so hard to organise went as planned. I was determined that it would.


‘Drop me as close to the front as you can,’ I told Le Froy. I could understand people suffering from past hurts but I wanted to focus on moving us into our future.


I was née Chen Su Lin now Mrs Thomas Le Froy, happily married to the man I’d met when I took a post as his housekeeper to avoid an arranged marriage. It’s almost enough to make you believe in fairy-tale happy endings. There were sadder endings too, of course: the venerable Chen Tai, my grandmother, was in failing health. But that was another thing I was determined not to think about. Just then I had to deal with the people who were unhappy that the cinema was being reopened rather than torn down.


Which I could understand, especially given the morning’s news from the war-crime trials: wartime Prime Minister Hideki Tojo had claimed we had begged Japan to free Asia from British imperialism. According to his testimony, Japan’s brutal invasion of our region, leaving five million civilians dead, had been an act of goodwill and self-defence on Japan’s part. It was almost enough to make me want to attack their Daitoa Gekijo myself.


Of course we had all complained about British imperialism in the pre-war days. But then, for Singaporeans, complaining and eating are national passions, and it’s a huge leap from complaining about Europeans and Their Guests Only restaurants to being stabbed or shot for not being properly respectful to the master race.


Still, it was time to rebuild and move on – literally. Restoration work on the Imperial, generously funded by the Khoo Cultural Foundation, had been completed last month and I had been lucky enough to be hired to oversee the reopening of the cinema.


Le Froy hadn’t liked the idea. I think he thought I was taking on too much at a time when my grandmother’s health was failing. He might have been right, but I wasn’t going to admit it. Much as I had loved watching films in the old Imperial cinema, my main reason for taking on the job was to be too busy to accept more responsibilities in the Chen family business as Ah Ma handed them out.


I owed my grandmother a lot for taking me in – but she had Uncle Chen ready and waiting to take over from her.


‘I don’t think it’s an anti-Japanese demonstration,’ Le Froy said. ‘They’re playing music. It’s some kind of show. Did you arrange anything?’


‘No, I didn’t.’ I heard the music starting up on the Imperial’s newly refurbished lobby loudspeakers. ‘It’s Tony and Ramlee.’ I was relieved to see the two young men in matching batik shirts and khaki shorts holding microphones. ‘What are they up to now? I have to go – thank you for driving me in.’


‘Try to keep your hair on today,’ Le Froy said, ‘if you can.’


I grimaced at him. That morning my hair was held in place with discreet Kirby grips because yesterday I’d lost the tortoiseshell slide that usually clipped my plaits around the crown of my head. I’d started pinning up my hair for work because I didn’t think plaits hanging down my back said ‘modern professional woman’.


Just yesterday, when I was in the Imperial’s sound room, squeezed behind the huge central console, trying to locate and tighten a loose connection that was sabotaging the projection, Anthony Khoo and Teuku Zakaria bin Teuku Nyak Puteh, better known as Tony and Ramlee – who were currently making a spectacle of themselves dancing in front of the Imperial cinema – had turned on the loudspeakers above me and burst into song.


‘A single star,’ I said, ‘straight up in the sky.’ I wasn’t sure of the tune, but I’ve always been able to remember words pretty accurately. ‘Watching me as I’m watching you . . .’


‘What’s that?’ Le Froy asked.


‘That’s what those boys were singing yesterday when they came in and gave me such a shock. They wrote it themselves, apparently. It’s not bad.’ Startled by a sudden blare of music, I’d jerked upwards, banging my skull and getting my hair tangled in dusty wires. By the time I’d extricated myself, I had probably loosened more connections than I’d tightened and was minus some hair as well as my slide.


Luckily the connection was linked and the loudspeakers were working. In the greater scheme of things, I didn’t mind about the hair clip, especially with today’s opening ceremony in view. But I was determined to keep those two young men in line.


‘They didn’t write the song they’re singing now,’ Le Froy said, as the music grew louder.


I heard, ‘A kiss is just a kiss . . .’


I had to admit our new system sounded pretty good, even at this distance. It had been worth the investment, despite fund manager John Wong’s protests. And Ramlee, especially, had a beautiful tenor voice.


‘That’s the song from Casablanca,’ Le Froy said. ‘What are those leaflets they’re handing out?’


‘I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. I’ll see you tonight,’ I promised Le Froy, as I pushed open the car door. I moved in to grab my water bottle just as he leaned over for a kiss and we bumped noses. ‘Not here,’ I said, embarrassed. ‘People will see.’


Le Froy laughed and whisper-shouted to an imaginary crowd around us, ‘It’s all right. This beautiful woman is my wife. We’re married! I’m not seducing her.’


I had to laugh too. ‘I’m not a beautiful woman!’


‘That’s the only thing you’ve ever been wrong about,’ my beloved husband said.


I leaned in again and kissed him for saying that, not caring who might see, then headed for the boys in the thickest part of the crowd. I wasn’t much taller at twenty-six than I’d been at sixteen and walked with a limp, thanks to childhood polio. But I had to defend the dignity of the new Imperial cinema.


‘Tony! Ramlee! What do you think you’re doing?’


‘Hey, Suzie Q’s here!’


The problem was, the rest of the world wasn’t cooperating with the dignity bit.









Doing the Suzie Q


‘Hey, Chief Inspector!’ Tony saw Le Froy’s car through the crowd. Le Froy hadn’t been chief inspector since before the war, but that was still how many knew him. ‘Let’s have a cheer for the chief inspector! Come and join us!’


‘No fear,’ Le Froy called. ‘My dancing years are long over.’


‘You should try it, sir. After all, no one can say you have two left feet!’


Was that a jibe at Le Froy’s amputated foot? Ramlee elbowed Tony to shut him up, but I saw Le Froy laughing as he waved and drove off.


Tony Khoo was a good-natured, handsome young man who showed none of the privations of war – not surprisingly, since he and his mother had spent the Occupation years in Australia.


‘Stop it before John Wong sees you,’ I scolded. Any other day I wouldn’t have worried about what the boys did outside the cinema, but not today. ‘What are you two up to? The opening ceremony is going to start soon.’


‘Everything’s ready,’ Ramlee said, gesturing at the podium and carpeting in the foyer. ‘We were just testing the microphones and such, as you asked.’


Yes, but when I’d asked them to help test the microphones and loudspeakers I’d expected something more along the lines of ‘Testing, testing, one, two, three . . .’


‘And we’re handing out your flyers for the upcoming shows,’ Tony said. ‘It’s good publicity for the cinema. The system sounds good, doesn’t it?’


People were indeed studying the flyers with interest and I felt more kindly towards the boys. I’d had the flyers printed but should have thought of handing them out. ‘Very good,’ I agreed. ‘But that’s enough. The opening ceremony will start in half an hour.’


‘Everything’s ready, and we mostly stayed away from the VIP area but it looks really grand. But it’s really hot in there.’


Indeed, it looked quite nice from there, with red carpeting going all the way up the grand front steps, with a gold ribbon across them, and even curtains. I could have done without the drapery, but that had been John Wong’s decision. Another thing I wasn’t thinking about.


According to the schedule we’d agreed on, at eleven o’clock John Wong would take the podium to thank the Khoo Cultural Foundation for sponsoring the cinema renovations and refurbishment. Then Robert and Elsie Khoo, the founders and Tony’s parents – which explained the peremptorily punctilious John Wong tolerating his presence – would ceremonially cut the golden ribbon. Then they and all the invited guests would process up the staircase to the air-conditioned hall to watch the first film, helping themselves on the way to food from the buffet set up outside the hall.


Again, that had not been my idea but John Wong was convinced that in-cinema dining would be the next big thing. He was also currently at war with the Imperial Café, which had signed a separate contract with the building’s management and didn’t come under his jurisdiction.


And all I’d wanted was a simple ceremony that would photograph well.


‘Let’s just go inside and get ready,’ I said. ‘Thanks for testing the microphones and loudspeakers, boys.’


‘Wait! Su Lin, just a minute, please! I want you to listen to this! We did it last night.’ Tony had been fiddling with the wire recorder, and as the music began he burst into song, hauling Ramlee up to join him in a soft-shoe shuffle while singing a raucous version of Lil Hardin Armstrong’s ‘Doin the Suzy Q’.


The people watching laughed and clapped when the two finished, with a flourish and a bow in my direction. I smiled and clapped too. ‘Very nice,’ I said, ‘but clear out now. John Wong and your parents will be here soon.’


‘Did you like how it sounded? It’s from the recording device,’ Tony said. ‘It plays back, but the result isn’t very good.’


His father had paid for the British imported wire recorder, a small boxy machine with knobs and spools, that had cost a lot. Tony swore it was going to change the way songs were recorded, but that wasn’t going to happen today: after playing the music for their little exhibition, the machine had stuttered, strained and jammed.


‘I warned you. It’s not meant to be a playback device,’ Ramlee said. ‘It just lets you play back to see what you’ve recorded.’


‘Can you fix it?’


‘Sure. But—’


‘That’s why we taped the other song,’ Tony interrupted, passing me a folded envelope. He had scratched out ‘Mr and Mrs Robert Khoo’ and written instead ‘For Grandmother of Mrs Su Lin Le Froy’.


‘What do you want me to do with this?’ I asked.


‘It’s the song for your grandmother to listen to,’ Tony said. ‘Remember you said she was talking about that old song she liked, with this man always seeing the same bird coming to the same tree? And how you couldn’t find anyone who knew it? We talked to a few people and they remembered different bits so we fitted the memories together. We think we’ve got something she’ll recognise. We played it for some people around her age and they said it sounded right. Even my parents.’ He seemed not to have realised they were at least a generation younger than my grandmother.


‘I didn’t mean you to do all that.’ I was touched.


It must have been more than a year ago, when I started working on the Imperial project, that I’d mentioned it to them. My grandmother had been talking about an old song that she and my late grandfather had loved and danced to in the days before they were married. All she remembered was that it had to do with a man watching for a bird that returned each evening to a palm tree in his garden.


‘Thank you very much.’ I took the envelope. ‘So kind of you.’


I’d mentioned the song after Tony had told me he wanted to write songs that would make people remember how they’d felt when they were happiest, and that one was among Ah Ma’s happiest memories. I certainly hadn’t expected the boys to track down the song, let alone rewrite and record it.


‘Tony did most of the work,’ Ramlee said. ‘He set it to music and we did the words together.’


‘Ramlee sang it in Malay because most of the people we talked to said they remembered it in Malay.’


‘It probably was a Malay song,’ I concurred. Like most local-born Chinese, my grandmother was most comfortable speaking Malay and Hokkien, though she could bargain aggressively in English and Cantonese.


‘It will sound much better on a decent tape player,’ Ramlee said. ‘We really think it’s the song she meant.’


‘I’ll play it for her,’ I promised. ‘Thank you again.’


A big part of me wanted to rush home with the tape straight away. Who cared about some overblown cinema opening when I had something that might make my grandmother happy? But she had taught me always to do my duty. And right then my duty was to do my job and see that today’s ceremony went well.


‘But for now we should clear this space for the ceremony. Your parents should already be here, Tony. Where are they?’


‘They went up to the café,’ he said. The Imperial Café, on the fourth floor of the Imperial Building, had its own entrance and had reopened without fanfare several months ago. ‘Dad thinks having a grand opening for the cinema is a waste of time and money. He said if the café can start serving without making a fuss why can’t you just start showing films again?’


Tony’s grandfather Khoo Teck Onn, the Khoo family’s patriarch, had made his fortune in tin mining, wastewater disposal and sewer construction. He had been a practical, hardworking man, famous for eating, sleeping and working alongside his employees so he could identify any problems that hindered them. As with so many pioneering families, the next generation had taken English names along with British culture. Robert, the only son, and his wife Elsie had set up the Khoo Cultural Foundation to distance themselves from sewage and septic tanks. They had been the moving force behind the restoration and rehabilitation of the Imperial cinema and I suspected that, regardless of what Tony’s father had said, his parents would expect to be recognised and lauded at the event.


‘It’s for the publicity,’ I said, quoting John Wong. ‘Publicity makes people aware of what’s happening so the films are seen by as many as possible. Anyway, after the ceremony, there’s to be a screening.’


‘Hey! Hey! Mr Tony!’ One of the cleaners, who were doubling as ushers and waiters today, dashed up to us. ‘You’re supposed to go to the VIP room to get ready for the presentation! Mr Wong said you have to go immediately. They’re all waiting for you in the room where they hung up the green cloth.’


Tony shook his head. ‘My parents are involved but not me. I don’t have to do anything today.’


‘No! It’s you they want. They’re waiting for you!’ the runner insisted. ‘It’s about you giving flowers to a girl. I’m supposed to run down to Cold Storage and get them once I give you the message. Five dollars’ worth of flowers!’ He waved the precious banknote as proof.


‘Go the other way to the temple on Tank Road,’ I suggested. A plethora of stalls sold flowers outside Sri Thendayuthapani Temple. ‘Nearer and cheaper to buy flowers there.’


‘Am I supposed to give you flowers?’ Tony asked me diffidently. ‘I mean, you’re the only girl working here.’


‘I don’t know anything about that,’ I said. If John Wong had planned this as a surprise to thank me for the hours of unacknowledged work I had put in, I had misjudged him!


‘No. Flowers are not for her,’ the runner said. ‘They are for the girl in the office with Mr Wong now. She is going to say the Imperial cinema is open again, thanks to the Khoo family, and then Mr Tony is going to give her the flowers and say the Khoo family thanks her for being such a beautiful inspiration. I know because her mother has a very loud voice and she said it very many times. She also told Mr Wong that you are going to kiss the girl’s hand after giving her the flowers and that’s why they want you to go to the VIP room now, so that you can practise kissing her. Anyway, I’m going to get the flowers.’


‘That’s not on the programme,’ I said, watching him hurry off in the direction of Tank Road. ‘John Wong is supposed to thank the Khoo Foundation and the Khoo family for their generous support. It’s not like him to change the plans at the last minute.’ And even less like him to give up his moment in the spotlight, I thought.


‘No,’ Tony said grimly. ‘I know who’s behind all this.’


‘It’s Rosie Leong and her crazy mother again.’ Ramlee seemed to think it was a huge joke. ‘You thought Madam Leong gave up after we crawled through the storm drain to avoid her when she pretended she’d fainted and blocked the path, didn’t you? You didn’t expect her to come and ambush you here. She’s got you!’


‘Not yet!’ Tony said. ‘Look, guys, I’m off. Suzie Q, you let your grandmother listen to that song. I’m sure she’ll like it.’


‘Wait – you said you’d be on standby during the opening ceremony in case anything goes wrong with the sound.’


Though not employees, Tony and Ramlee knew more about the sound system at the Imperial than any of the part-time staff we’d hired so far. They had chosen and set up most of the equipment we’d ordered and used it to record the ‘Please proceed in an orderly fashion to the nearest exit’ emergency announcements in four languages (English, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil) in exchange for being allowed to record their songs in the sound room.


‘Nothing will go wrong!’ Tony called, as he ran off, heading around the side of the building rather than towards the main road.


I was a bit miffed. ‘We had an agreement.’


‘It’s okay,’ Ramlee said. ‘Everything’s already set up. They just have to press the button. Anyway, I’ll be here. But I don’t want to leave this lying around, and I’ve got nowhere to keep it safe while I’m concentrating on microphones and wires.’


The recording device Tony had left behind was the size of a small metal suitcase and not heavy. Before the war no one would have believed you could make a recorder light enough to carry around. Things were changing.


‘I’ll take it to my office,’ I said. ‘It’ll be in the bottom drawer of my desk when you or Tony decides to come for it.’


‘Don’t be angry with Tony,’ Ramlee said quietly. ‘That woman is always trying to push her daughter at him and he doesn’t like it.’


I wasn’t surprised that Madam Leong hoped to interest Tony Khoo in her daughter. Tony was young, not bad-looking and an only son set to inherit all of the Khoo family wealth. What did surprise me was that Madam Leong had somehow persuaded John Wong to disrupt his precisely organised plan.


A little background on Madam Leong might be helpful. She was a generously sized woman in her fifties, loud and bossy, who was always telling everyone what to do. She was considered not quite respectable, yet was somehow invited to the most respectable homes and mahjong parties. She had probably been beautiful once, but time had not been kind to her – maybe because she tried so hard to camouflage its effects.


‘Tony should tell Madam Leong he’s not interested,’ I said, though I knew very well that aunties like her only heard what they wanted to. ‘Tell him I’m not angry. And I’m very grateful to both of you for recording this song for my grandmother.’


I picked up the recording device and made for my office. I would be glad when all the fuss about the grand opening was over and I could start on my real job – going through the scripts of the films we wanted to show at the Imperial and summarising them (especially the Malay and Chinese ones) in English for the British Censorship Committee’s approval. The British had set it up because the authorities were worried about pro-Communist or pro-independence rhetoric that might be hidden in the shows. I didn’t mind – how else would I get a chance to read film scripts? I was already planning on writing summaries (without giving away the endings, of course) to attract wider audiences to the Imperial.


I was looking forward to this new life as I climbed the stairs, noting that the red carpet was slippery and already showing scuff marks. John Wong had insisted on it, saying big film events always had red carpets.


John ‘I know how everything should be done’ Wong was one of the main disadvantages of the job. But I enjoyed the work. I was acquiring practical experience in running a business and making contacts in areas I would never otherwise have encountered. And if I wasn’t paid very much, at least it didn’t cost me anything. To be honest, I was doing most of John Wong’s work – making all his calls and negotiating arrangements for the catering and rental of tables – and he was paid more than twenty times what I earned. But that was just how things were in Singapore, given that the British Military Administration had ended and we were a Crown Colony again.


John Wong was an English-educated Chinese Christian. That meant that, on Singapore Island, he was socially ranked above any other category of local and almost, but not quite, on a par with an unmarried ang moh woman or an ang moh man like Le Froy, who had lowered his own status by marrying into a local family. Of course, an ang moh woman, like Mrs Shankar, my best friend Parshanti’s mother, who was Scottish by birth, would have been demoted to her Indian husband’s level upon marriage.


That’s why I was aware that it was only because I was ‘writing on behalf of John Wong’ or ‘calling on behalf of John Wong’ that I had been able to organise the opening gala as effectively as I had. But at the same time I knew that the years I had spent observing my grandmother running her various businesses had helped me to coordinate it all.


So why was I working for the Imperial cinema instead of helping my grandmother to manage the Chen Family Holdings? I added that question to the list of things I wasn’t ready to think about.


At the top of the stairs, just managing not to trip over a ruck in the dratted carpet, I stopped and looked down on Dhoby Ghaut, the clearing in front of me between Selegie Road and Bras Basah Road, with Orchard Road stretching out to the right. Thanks to the liberal freshwater supply from Sungai Bras Basah (meaning River of Washed Rice) this was a verdant area, even if few trees remained from the nutmeg orchards that had given Orchard Road its name. There were plentiful newcomers, though, with rambutan and mango trees whose branches were heavy with fruit as well as the lines of laundry that the dhobis, laundrymen, who congregated by the river hung out to dry.


That area felt as if it was young and moving towards the future. I could throw myself into my work and forget, for a while at least, that my grandmother was old and moving towards death.









Showdown at Showtime


I heard the murmur of voices as I reached the top of the staircase. I couldn’t see who was there because the dark green velvet curtains hanging across the top of the staircase had been drawn to create a private mingling space for today’s VIP guests.


I’d objected to the fabric – velvet with its dense pile holds heat and moisture, not good in our hot, humid climate – and to the cost, but according to John Wong, ‘Back in England, all high-class cinemas and theatres have velvet curtains. It’s what sets them apart. Anyway, this is high-quality fabric and will last for years. It’s a good investment.’


John Wong had an affectedly posh British accent and liked to talk about how things were done ‘back in England’, though he’d never been there. He was more British than most British out East: he dressed exclusively in Western-style clothes, smoked a pipe that he made a production of igniting with an old lighter that said ‘Paddington Express’ on its side, and refused to eat street-hawker food. I could see he believed that since, in his view, ang mohs were superior to locals, his behaviour made him superior to the rest of us.


John Wong also liked to talk about how rich his late mother’s family had been before the war. However, due to the war, the government or family betrayals – John Wong’s stories varied with the occasion and how much whisky he’d drunk – he had been swindled out of what should have been his inheritance. I’d also heard rumours that he’d done quite well for himself during the Occupation, only to be bankrupted by the Japanese banana-notes crash – Japanese currency printed during the Occupation had a picture of a banana tree on it. Once the British returned, the wartime banana money was worth less than lavatory paper. Apparently, John Wong had amassed crates full of it, planning for the future, as he often recommended I should. It must have hurt. That was why he’d ended up working for the Khoo Foundation at the Imperial cinema, although he claimed he was there as a special favour to the Khoos who’d asked for his help.


‘Su Lin. You’re late.’ John Wong said automatically, on seeing me.


‘No, sir. I’m not,’ I answered politely, but without subservience.


Although he treated me like a secretary and underling and had me doing everything from typing his mail to making calls for him, technically I wasn’t working under John Wong but alongside him. Officially, he was the Imperial’s appointed Khoo Foundation fund administrator and I was the restorations supervisor, answering only to the board. I didn’t mind or take it personally. It was just how John Wong believed working women ought to be treated. And, frankly, it was easier to do his work than try to get him to do it. Anyway, it was only until the Khoo Foundation signed off on the funds and sent him to supervise whatever they decided to spend their money on next.


After the handover, if all went well, I would be the programme and house manager at the Imperial, and John Wong’s inner sanctum would be handed over to me. Until then, we were the only two full-time staff, though I’d hired teams of technicians, cleaners and ushers, and set up the box-office rotas to deal with the rest of the cinema.


‘Hello, Su Lin,’ Madam Leong looked around. ‘Where’s your ang moh jaga husband?’


Ang moh, literally ‘red-haired’ in Hokkien, is Singlish for Westerners, regardless of their hair colour, and ‘jaga’ means ‘guard’ or ‘watcher’. Neither is insulting, but I saw her eyes shining with hope that I would take offence. I didn’t. I found her offensive but wasn’t going to show it. ‘Hello, Madam Leong. Hello, Rosie.’


Today Madam Leong looked even larger than usual in a Western-style frock in red and white floral cotton, with her usual gold chains and bangles, full of good-luck charms and talismans. I’d first got to know her when she’d gone through an aggressive campaign to persuade Uncle Chen to take Rosie as his second wife. Yes! Rosie, who was two years younger than I was!


‘Stand up straight, Rosie!’


‘Smile!’


‘Don’t fidget!’


‘Say hello to Su Lin, your best friend!’


Rosie and I were not best friends. I felt sorry for her and I was impressed by her – under Madam Leong’s barrage of instructions, I would have been sullen, stubborn and probably suicidal. But Rosie just smiled and said, ‘Hello, Su Lin.’ Rosie Leong had fair skin and carefully set curls. Today she was wearing a blue frock with white polka dots, a Peter Pan collar and a puffy skirt. As always, she resembled a sweet, demure doll with a very full figure. I smiled and walked towards my desk.


‘What do you want?’ Madam Leong asked. ‘Where are you going?’


My working space in the Imperial management office was a desk and a couple of filing cabinets. They stood just outside John Wong’s office, now concealed behind green velvet hangings and golden tassels that had been put up to create the green VIP area.


‘I’m going to my desk,’ I said, pushing through the draperies with my handbag and the portable recording device. ‘Everything’s set up outside, Mr Wong. Have you practised your speech?’ I had prepared the list of names of those he should thank. In addition to the Khoo Foundation, different companies had donated paint, furniture, lighting equipment and manpower.


‘We decided a pretty girl making the announcements will work much better,’ he said.


‘What?’ That brought my attention back to the green-velvet VIP area.


Madam Leong directed a lipstick smile at her daughter, who was posed on a cushioned barstool behind her. I wondered how much John Wong had paid to rent those stools and the high tables they were placed around, not to mention the drinks and sandwiches on the tables.


‘Rosie will thank the Khoo Foundation on behalf of the Imperial cinema. Then Tony Khoo will go up to her and say that Rosie should be a star on the screen instead of in front of it – Su Lin, you must write something clever for him to say – and then he will hand the bouquet . . . Su Lin, you were supposed to buy flowers, correct?’


‘I ordered white and yellow roses for Mr Wong to present to Mrs Elsie Khoo after thanking the Khoo Foundation,’ I said. ‘Those are the only flowers I was asked to buy. We should stick to that.’


I’d managed to fulfil John Wong’s last-minute request for roses to present to Mrs Khoo thanks to one of my grandmother’s tea suppliers, who also imported flowers from the Cameron Highlands in chilled containers. And I’d thought at the time that I’d cleared the worst hurdle.


‘People will expect to see you on stage with Mr and Mrs Khoo.’ I knew John Wong loved being photographed. ‘I told the photographers to make sure to capture the moment. It will look good in the newspapers.’


But today John Wong shook his head. ‘I can’t – I don’t . . . Not today.’


I was surprised. ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked. Surely he wasn’t afraid of speaking in public. I’d always thought John Wong loved the sound of his own voice and assumed everyone else did too.


John Wong shook his head again.


‘Su Lin, the problem with you is that you have no imagination,’ Madam Leong said. ‘A kiss between a pretty young girl and a handsome young man or two old fogeys shaking hands, which do you think would be better publicity for the cinema? Where is that boy? Where is Tony Khoo?’


‘I sent for him,’ John Wong said. ‘He’ll be here.’


‘And his parents should be here too. Didn’t you tell them they’re invited to the VIP area? I saw them outside talking to an ang moh in the governor’s Daimler . . . but it wasn’t Governor Gimson. Do you know who he is?’


‘Probably Mr Alastair Veitch,’ I said. ‘He’s Sir Franklin Gimson’s newly appointed private secretary. He’ll be attending the ceremony on Governor Gimson’s behalf.’


‘His secretary? I told you to invite the governor!’ John Wong said crossly.


‘I did.’


‘Tony should be here. He and Rosie should practise.’


‘Oh, I’m sure they’ll manage without practising,’ John Wong said. ‘One holds it out, the other takes it. Not so difficult, eh, Rosie? It’s not as though this is a wedding!’ He laughed awkwardly.


Madam Leong didn’t. ‘Where are the photographers? Su Lin, you did arrange for photographers, didn’t you? They should be in the VIP area photographing the VIPs before there are too many people around. Su Lin, don’t just stand around being useless. Call the photographer to come here, then round up the VIPs! And Tony Khoo and his parents!’


‘Do you think Tony is going to be wearing a tie? I wonder what colour it is. I hope it doesn’t clash with my dress,’ Rosie said.


Rosie’s late father must have been Caucasian or a fair Eurasian and she had inherited all the best genetic traits of both lines because she was beautiful. Leaving aside Madam Leong’s pushiness, I had to agree that Rosie’s photograph in newspapers and magazines would help sell the Imperial cinema better than John Wong’s. ‘He wasn’t wearing a tie when I saw him,’ I said.


‘You saw him? If he wasn’t wearing a tie, was he at least wearing a proper shirt?’ Rosie looked worried.


‘He was wearing a batik shirt,’ I said.


‘Oh dear! A batik shirt? But it’s a special occasion!’


Many locals – and Le Froy – considered a traditional batik shirt equal to a Western business suit by day and black tie by night. As Le Froy said, it was much more suitable to our equatorial climate. Rosie clearly didn’t appreciate that. But, then, looking at her narrow kitten-heeled shoes and improbably tiny waist, maybe she was one of those who believed being uncomfortable built character.


‘Uncle John, Su Lin says Tony is wearing a batik shirt for the photographs with me. Can’t you get him to wear a bow-tie like you instead? Mama said he might wear a bow-tie today because it’s a special occasion. That’s why I picked this dress specially. I even got gloves. I wish you could get him to dress like you, Uncle John. You look so handsome and dashing in your bow-tie.’


Usually that would have been enough to make John Wong melt into a puddle of middle-aged ridiculousness but he ignored it and turned on me. ‘When did you see Tony Khoo? Where was he?’


Despite the bow-tie, John Wong wasn’t looking his best. He was perspiring badly, breathless and upset. I suspected that the stress of the event was getting to him – either that or the heat. Today he was wearing a jacket on top of his usual pressed white shirt. For the photographs, I guessed. That was the problem of dressing according to temperate fashion in tropical climes. Along with the stiff white collars you get sweat patches. There’s a reason why the dhobis across the road worked in singlets and sarongs. But this was no time to discuss fashion conventions versus convenience.


‘I think he arrived with his parents,’ I said, not wanting to get Tony into trouble.


‘His parents were supposed to be here but . . .’ John Wong glanced around. Tony’s parents were definitely not in the hot green-velvet VIP area ‘. . . that boy is a disgrace to his family. Running wild. Hanging around with I don’t know what kind of people. No respect for his elders. It’s about time he started taking some responsibility.’


I was surprised. John Wong generally had only good things to say about Tony Khoo, given the wealth in Tony’s family. I wondered if he was cracking under the pressure and heat. It was my responsibility to hold things together – even if he didn’t thank me later. ‘I’ll try to find Tony,’ I said, ‘but if he isn’t around or doesn’t want to do it, you could read the list of thanks. And then you can present the flowers to Rosie.’ If they wanted a photograph of a beautiful girl holding flowers on the podium, that would do it.


‘Me?’ John Wong said. ‘I can’t. I’m not ready. I have to . . .’


The redness of his face worried me. He was far too worked up about saying a few words. ‘I’ll see if I can find Tony and persuade him,’ I said. ‘If he refuses, Rosie can read the list of thanks, then give the roses to Mrs Khoo from the Imperial. How does that sound?’ I was quite impressed that I’d come up with that. It wasn’t ideal but it would do.


John Wong didn’t say no, which was as good as a yes.


‘I’ll telephone the Khoo house and see if he went home by the Hundred Steps,’ I said. Since Tony’s parents were still at the Imperial, their Rolls would be too.


‘No. You stay here. I’ll find that wretched boy and make him do the right thing!’ John Wong pushed through the green velvet curtain so violently that he yanked off part of the rod duct-taped to the ceiling and left it sagging.


‘Oh, but wait!’ Madam Leong went after him.


I decided there was little hope for Tony, powerful father or not. If John Wong and Madam Leong found him, the poor boy didn’t stand a chance.


‘Where are all the VIPs?’ Rosie asked. ‘Mama said there would be VIPs here I should talk to.’


I suspected most were up in the air-conditioned café with Robert and Elsie Khoo. The café might have plain tiles on the floor and wooden stools but it would be much cooler and more comfortable than the hot, over-decorated space we were in.


‘Well, they’re all going to be listening to you reading the thanks so you should practise.’ I handed Rosie my handwritten copy of the list I’d typed out for John Wong.


Pronunciation of names translated into English can vary a lot depending on which language they were translated from and I didn’t want any of our patrons to be offended.


‘I can’t understand it.’ Rosie glanced at the list without taking it from me. ‘Mama said I would only have to smile and curtsy and say thank you to Tony and his family, then look surprised and take the flowers from him when he gives them to me.’


‘Just the Khoo Foundation and a few more of the names here – if you could read them out for me?’


‘It’s your handwriting – it’s so difficult to read.’


If I had pride in anything it was my handwriting. I glanced down at my list and checked. Yes, I’d not even used cursive script, but clearly printed the list of names of the benefactors who needed to be thanked, starting with the Khoo Foundation.


‘Can’t read this?’ I groped in my bag for my spectacle case. ‘Why don’t you try on my spectacles and see if that helps?’ Years of reading under poor light had strained and weakened my eyes but the pair of pretty reading spectacles Le Froy had given me made it much easier. The glasses were the loveliest cat’s-eye ovals in a tortoiseshell frame. They magnified and sharpened the words on the page, and I had realised that reading didn’t have to cause a dull ache behind my eyes.


Le Froy laughed when I said, ‘These spectacles are the most wonderful present anyone’s ever given me.’


‘Really?’ he said. ‘They’re much cheaper than a diamond ring.’


‘Diamonds might be able to cut glass, but these spectacles do me more good than diamonds ever could.’


Remembering our exchange made me smile. I loved my reading spectacles so much. But . . .


‘How dare you make fun of me?’ Rosie was clearly offended. ‘I don’t wear spectacles. I will never wear spectacles. How can you say such a thing?’


I laughed, then saw that Rosie wasn’t acting. She was really upset. Because I’d asked if she wanted to try my reading spectacles? ‘You don’t have to wear them on the stage,’ I told her. ‘If you can take a quick look now and memorise the list—’


‘I always admired you for being so smart. I wish I could have gone to school. My mother didn’t want me to spoil my eyes with too much reading. Please don’t be jealous of me. I wish I was more like you.’


I was startled. Maybe I’d envied, just a little, every girl with an able body and living parents, but it had never occurred to me to be jealous of Rosie Leong. That wasn’t relevant, though. ‘Very well. The Khoo Foundation is the most important, but we should at least mention the paint company and the flooring people. Can you try to remember to thank the Boh Seng Lee paint company and . . .’ I managed to coax a few names into Rosie, feeling glad that I hadn’t ended up as a schoolteacher.


It was only then that I realised we’d passed the scheduled opening time and John Wong still hadn’t reappeared. I was wondering if I should start the ceremony without him when the curtains parted and a boy looked in. ‘Mr Veitch wants to know what time the opening ceremony is starting,’ he said. ‘He wants to know what’s causing the delay. He said he is a very busy man and cannot wait.’


Oh dear. Alastair Veitch, as Governor Gimson’s representative, was the most important of our VIPs. There was still no sign of John Wong or Madam Leong.


‘Where is Mr Veitch?’ I asked.


‘Imperial Café on the fourth floor,’ the boy said.
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