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Dedicated with respect to the memory of real-life hero
Lieutenant Adnan Saidi,


piar putih tulang, jangan putih mata – death before dishonour









Author’s Note


The Mimosa Tree is also known as the sweet silk tree since the stamens of its sweet-smelling flowers are much longer than their petals and look like strands of silk.


The Mimosa is a common tree, which can grow to at least thirty feet tall. It’s a popular tree because its bark can be used to soothe bruises and skin irritations or boiled for an infusion to treat worms and its seeds feed chickens, pigs and goats. But the most interesting thing about the mimosa tree is that the leaflets of its bipinnate leaves closely slowly at night and during rainstorms, as though hiding themselves. That’s why locals also call it the ‘rain tree’ and Japanese refer to it as the ‘nenenoki’ or ‘sleeping tree’.
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Field Screening
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‘Do you see the Mirzas?’


‘Mind your own business!’ my grandmother hissed at me. Japanese soldiers had banged on the doors of Chen Mansion before dawn, ordering our entire household to report immediately to the Gakuen school field. Now, with our neighbours, we were shivering in rows in pre-dawn dark, surrounded by soldiers armed with bayonets.


‘There were soldiers outside the Mirza gate when we went past. And I don’t see them now.’


‘Keep quiet!’ Shen Shen, my uncle Chen’s wife, hissed. Uncle Chen, his arms around Little Ling, their daughter, said nothing.


The Chinese way is to keep quiet and try to stay unnoticed and out of trouble. It doesn’t always work. After the Fall of Singapore, ethnic Chinese like us were picked out and massacred during the Sook Ching, or ‘purging through purification’.


I had dared hope the worst was over. Colonel Fujiwara had announced that Singapore, now Syonan, was an important part of the great Japanese Empire. He said that all who co-operated would be rewarded. Under his administration, factories, businesses and schools had reopened. Trams and buses were running again. There were even taxis on the roads. I had been thinking of taking a job in a Japanese factory. The work would be tough, but my family was less likely to be marked as anti-Japanese.


‘They’re coming!’


‘Ssh! Don’t look!’


The informer was walking towards our part of the field. That he could walk meant he had not been tortured so he was probably collaborating for profit. The Japanese paid well for information, and if you turned in enough people, you were less likely to be executed yourself.


‘Who is it?’


‘Can’t see.’


The informer wore a loose dark blue shirt and khaki trousers, rough workman’s clothes, and a hood with an eye-slit cut into it to keep his identity secret. People were known to take revenge on informers.


‘Su Lin, don’t stare!’ My grandmother’s grip was painful on my arm. At some level, she probably believed that if she hurt me enough the gods would leave me alone. On her other side, Shen Shen’s face was pressed against her daughter in her husband’s arms. Over her head I met my uncle’s eyes. I was most afraid for him. The Japanese targeted Chinese men. But here in the east of Singapore, we had got off relatively lightly. So far.


What was this about?


The informer moved closer to us, pointing at people without speaking. When the kempeitai pulled them out of line and dragged them away, the sound rose of desperate protests and begging. But quietly: no one dared protest too loudly. A woman on her knees begging to be spared was hit on the head with a rifle butt and dragged off. All those selected were Chinese.


I wondered again why I hadn’t seen Mr Mirza and his daughters. Theirs was the next house but one to ours.


Was it black-marketeers who were being picked up this time? Or people who had been overheard speaking out against the Japanese at a private gathering?


My brain automatically looks for patterns in things. It’s why I learn languages and solve puzzles so fast. But at times like this it was a pointless distraction. Who cares if someone is walking funny when that someone holds the power of life or death over you?


I stared at my toes, showing through the holes in long-worn-out shoes, and tried to calm my breathing. The best way to survive was not to draw attention to yourself. I was small and skinny, with a polio limp, so it was easy for me not to look threatening.


But something about the informer drew my eyes back to him. Something about the way he moved was wrong – or, rather, familiar in an unexpected way.


Ah Ma was muttering prayers to my dead grandfather, my father and assorted gods, interspersed with curses on the Japanese. She might look like a feeble old woman, but she had managed the family businesses after the deaths of her husband and eldest son, my father. She had also kept me alive and in the family, despite the fortune-tellers who warned that I was a bad-luck girl. Everything I was I owed to Ah Ma. In the old days, she was a force in the local black market. Those who knew her feared her, and those who underestimated her didn’t last long.


Everything had changed after the British surrender.


The soldiers walked past us, but the hooded figure paused. The eyes behind the slit slid over us. Then the hooded informer pointed at Uncle Chen.


One of the soldiers gestured for him to put Little Ling down. This was generous of him. In the early days they would have taken the child too. Shen Shen threw her arms around Uncle Chen and Little Ling, wailing. ‘You mustn’t take him! He hasn’t done anything!’


‘Don’t be a fool!’ Ah Ma grabbed Shen Shen and held her back.


‘Take Little Ling!’ she hissed to me.


But I had just realised why the hooded figure was so familiar.


I stepped out of line and bowed low to the soldiers.


‘Respected sirs. I must humbly inform you that the informer, Madam Koh, is married to my uncle’s former charcoal supplier,’ I said, in my best formal Japanese. ‘My uncle stopped buying from him because he soaked his charcoal in seawater to make it weigh more. My uncle has done nothing wrong. Madam Koh is calling him out from spite.’


The soldiers glanced at each other uncertainly. I don’t know whether my low bow or their surprise saved me from being bayoneted to death. If I hadn’t been speaking Japanese they would probably have knocked me down at least, to teach me a lesson.


The hooded figure looked between me and the military police, clearly not understanding me. It jabbed a finger at Uncle Chen saying, ‘Him! Him! Him!’ in Teochew, in Madam Koh’s voice.


‘No business of yours!’ a soldier told me. ‘Get back in line! You,’ this to Uncle Chen, ‘hurry up!’


‘Well done, Miss Chen.’


The small, thin Japanese man who came out from behind the military truck was dressed in Western-style civilian clothes. Immediately all of the others snapped to attention. He was someone important.


I was short-sighted and had to squint to make him out. The man wore round sunglasses clipped over his spectacles and what the British called a ‘coolie hat’ and the Japanese called jingasa, a light waterproof straw hat.


‘Your Japanese has improved,’ Hideki Tagawa said, in fluent Oxford-accented English.


Years ago, when war was still considered a distant domestic issue in Poland and China, I had met Hideki Tagawa in the Singapore home of his cousin Mrs Maki, my first Japanese teacher.


‘Hideki Tagawa is a Japanese spy and one of the most dangerous men in Japan’s military secret service,’ Chief Inspector Le Froy, my boss and mentor had said.


Later I had learned that Hideki Tagawa was part of the Blood Brotherhood that had assassinated Japanese prime minister Hamaguchi, finance minister Junnosuke Inoue, Baron Takuma Dan, and others who had spoken out against Japanese military aggression.


The Home Office in London had always mocked Le Froy’s ‘obsession’ with Japanese spies. I guessed they weren’t laughing now.


‘Miss Chen, it is a pleasant surprise to see you again. You are looking well,’ Hideki Tagawa said.


So he was still a liar. I knew I looked terrible.


‘Ohayō gozaimasu,’ I responded, bowing even lower in his direction with my hands clasped. ‘Hajimemashite.’


These were the most formal greetings I knew, and I needed time to think.


I had heard Hideki Tagawa was back in Singapore as a ‘special adviser’ to the Japanese Military Administration. But what was he doing in a death-selection field far from the city centre so early in the day? Had he set this up? Had he ordered Uncle Chen’s arrest?


And why?


‘I am impressed. Your accent has very much improved. You speak very good traditional Japanese,’ he said. ‘My cousin will be very proud of you.’ Hideki Tagawa also switched to Japanese.


I guessed this was for the benefit of the soldiers, who watched us with open curiosity. Though not in uniform, he clearly outranked them. If only I could get him to give the order, they might let Uncle Chen go.


Hideki Tagawa studied me. I could almost see him updating the file in his head. I remembered him keeping detailed notes in the black book that was always in his pocket. He was calm, like a tiger: eyes fixed on its prey – me – but picking up everything going on around it at the tiniest movement of air.


‘My uncle has done nothing wrong. Please let him go.’


‘Your boss, Thomas Le Froy, have you heard from him? How is he?’


‘You should know better than I!’ He had caught me off guard. I had worried so much about Le Froy that just hearing his name from this man had triggered an unfortunate response. I had no idea what had happened to Le Froy since he was taken away after the official surrender. There were rumours of beatings and questionings under torture. One good thing: I had not heard that he was dead. Now my brusque words hung in the air between us but Hideki Tagawa seemed not to have taken offence. A soldier grinned, then quickly hid it.


‘He is in prison.’


Just be nice to him, I told myself. ‘Thank you, sir, for your interest,’ I bowed low. Don’t give him an excuse to burn down Chen Mansion with all of us in it.


‘Sir, we must proceed. May we take the suspects?’ a soldier asked.


‘Please, sir,’ I said, using konsei, the formal Japanese term for entreaty and appeal. ‘Please, help us, I beg you. Onegai shimasu, I humbly request your honourable lordship to help us.’


I had memorised those phrases from books he had once lent me – perhaps that helped. Or maybe it was the refined Tokyo accent I had picked up from his cousin, especially when his soldiers were speaking a crude army patois.


Hideki Tagawa turned from me and barked orders in Japanese, too fast for me to follow. One of the military policemen pulled the hood off the informer to reveal Madam Koh, as I had predicted.


She looked taken aback but smug. After all, the Japanese were paying and protecting her.


‘Her also.’ Madam Koh pointed to me. She had nothing to lose now that her identity was revealed. ‘She is also involved with the Chinese triads. That whole family is involved. You should take the whole family. For years they have been cheating us. That girl works for the British. You should shoot them all!’ Madam Koh spoke in Teochew to one of the kempeitai, clearly the translator.


But instead of translating her words, the man looked to Hideki Tagawa for instructions.


‘You worked for the British?’ Hideki Tagawa said to me, in Japanese.


He knew very well I had, and that was dangerous: most local civil servants had been rounded up and shot for their assumed loyalty to the British. ‘Play the game,’ he added in English.


It was for the soldiers’ benefit, then.


‘Many years ago,’ I said. Somehow my voice sounded calm, though my heart was thumping so hard that it hurt. ‘Just before the war, I was an apprentice hairdresser, working for Oshima Yukimoto.’


My grandmother had found me the job. Working for a Japanese business had probably saved my life.


‘Ah, yes. Oshima Yukimoto. He was not eager to return to Japan so Japan came to him.’


‘Take the whole family! They are all anti-Japanese!’ Madam Koh shouted, in a shaky voice. Clearly she was sensing that things were not going her way.


The kempeitai holding Uncle Chen looked between her and Hideki Tagawa, waiting for directions.


Hideki Tagawa waved at Madam Koh, without looking at her. ‘Take her in with the others and deal with them,’ he said. ‘Except this man.’ He pointed an elegantly manicured finger at Uncle Chen. ‘Take him to the detention centre. Under my charge. No one is to question him till I come.’


Madam Koh struggled and shouted as they dragged her away to the trucks with the people she had picked out. ‘I’m doing what you told me to do! Tell them!’ She was appealing to someone among the Japanese officers, but no one responded.


Hideki Tagawa lifted Little Ling from Uncle Chen’s grasp and looked at her. Shen Shen, sobbing on the ground, clutching at Uncle Chen’s legs as his wrists were chained behind him, seemed not to notice.


‘Your cousin?’


I couldn’t breathe. All the stories of soldiers slashing children came back to me. Little Ling looked terrified but didn’t cry. ‘Please,’ I said again. ‘Please don’t hurt her.’


Hideki Tagawa handed Little Ling to me. She buried her face in my shoulder. She was trembling violently.


‘Come with me.’ Hideki Tagawa’s soft voice was more threatening than a shouted threat.


I squeezed Little Ling, then passed her to Ah Ma.


‘Don’t go with him. Don’t go,’ Ah Ma said.


‘Go home. Uncle Chen and I will be back later,’ I told her.


As I followed Hideki Tagawa, I hoped I would keep that promise.










Hideki Tagawa
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‘You were always good at learning languages, also at solving crimes,’ Hideki Tagawa said. ‘I should have known you would come out of this all right.’


His car, a battered Ford Eifel, stood on the mud track at the edge of the field. He opened the front passenger door and indicated that I should sit. He stood by the back door so we were looking out at the field. It had been the football pitch shared by the Telok Kurau English and Malay Schools: we had come here for festivals and kite-flying before the Japanese turned it into a killing field.


The sun was coming up. The military police were herding prisoners into the back of trucks. Everyone else stood around, trying not to attract attention, daring to hope they would be allowed to go.


‘Do you know what this is all about?’


‘Someone robbed the Mirza house last night,’ I guessed.


‘What makes you say so?’


‘I saw military police outside the gates when we walked here. The Mirza house is two lots down from ours.’


‘Mirza Ali Hasnain was killed last night,’ Hideki Tagawa said.


‘Oh!’ I was taken aback, not by the death but by the fuss the Japanese were making about it. After all, so many locals were killed daily.


‘Mirza was murdered in his garden. It happened very near to your home. Didn’t you hear about it?’


I shook my head. ‘We were asleep when the military police arrived at our house and made us come here. They didn’t tell us anything.’


My thoughts sped on: their interest suggested that the dead man had been a collaborator and the Japanese hadn’t been responsible for his death – or they had, and were looking for someone else to blame.


‘He had two daughters. Their mother is dead. Now they are orphans. Don’t you want to help them?’


I didn’t see how I could. ‘I didn’t kill him and I don’t know who did.’


‘So, how do you think Chief Inspector Le Froy would solve this murder?’


‘Why don’t you ask him?’


Speaking in English, I had dropped the formalities but, even so, that was rude.


To my surprise, Hideki Tagawa laughed. ‘We all have choice in any situation. We can do our best or do nothing.’


I had no choice in this situation. Except to do what I could to stay alive. I nodded.


‘Did you know that Chief Inspector Le Froy accused me of being a spy and tried to get me deported?’


Why did he keep bringing up Le Froy? I wondered if he meant to torture me to make Le Froy talk.


I decided that if he took me to Le Froy, I would shout that he was not to say anything on my account, regardless of what I might admit later. I was strong for a small, thin girl with a polio limp, but I was under no illusion that I could hold up under Japanese torture. Just thinking of the stories of what they did to their victims made my bladder twist and suddenly I needed the WC. I was also desperately thirsty, but I knew better than to say so. I had heard terrible things about Japanese water torture …


‘He hunted me, like a shiba inu, following me through all the twists and turns. I knew what he was doing, of course.’ Hideki Tagawa chuckled. His train of thought had run far from mine. ‘I tried to make it interesting for him. Do you know what a shiba inu is?’


‘A kind of dog?’


‘A very tough, very small Japanese hunting dog. It is not aware it is a small dog so it tackles enemies much larger than itself. And it generally scores low marks for obedience.’


He might have been describing Le Froy as his superiors in London saw him. I pushed away the thought.


‘He was doing his job, of course. If he was here, he would expect you to do your job and help to solve this murder. Don’t you agree?’


‘What?’


‘Mirza’s killer must be caught and publicly punished or people will think it is all right to kill informers. Or those they suspect of being informers. Or they will just kill anyone they don’t like and accuse them of being an informer. There will be chaos. Everything we have done up to now to establish peace and order will have been for nothing.’


‘My uncle had nothing to do with it,’ I risked saying. ‘He did not leave the house last night. Besides, why would he?’


‘Mirza feared local Chinese triads would attack him. Your uncle has connections with them, does he not?’


‘There’s no triad activity here. There hasn’t been in years!’


That was not quite true. Yes, fewer gang-related clashes had been recorded. Largely because – and Le Froy had been aware of this – a working peace had been enforced by the Chen family triad. My family.


‘Some believe Mirza was the informer who blamed Operation Jaywick on local triads. They were angry with him.’


‘The Japanese no longer believe local triads responsible?’


‘We now have sources confirming that the Australian marines were behind Operation Jaywick. They sent soldiers over by boat, in the night, to plant explosives on our ships.’


‘That doesn’t seem likely.’ Australia was far away. But I felt a spark of hope deep inside me. Though distant, Australia was much closer than Britain. If the Australians had not given up on us, maybe there was hope after all.


‘It would not do to make it public,’ he said.


Of course not. It would make the Japanese look stupid.


I was angry about that raid too. The sabotage of seven Japanese warships and one cargo ship in Singapore harbour had resulted in the worst reprisal killing of locals since the invasion.


‘But if Mirza gave the Japanese the wrong information, maybe the Japanese killed him for making you look bad.’


‘Sir.’


It was one of the military policemen.


‘What do you want?’


‘Sir, Colonel Fujiwara wants the investigation completed as soon as possible. Heicho Han wishes to know if he can proceed with the executions.’


‘Tell Heicho Han I am taking over this investigation.’


‘Sir,’ the kempeitai looked scared, ‘he must make the report. Colonel Fujiwara is waiting.’


‘I will make the report myself,’ Hideki Tagawa said. And to me, ‘Get into the car.’










Car Ride
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Hideki Tagawa drove us to a huge mansion in Shori Estate. It was a long time since I had been in a car. The fact that Hideki Tagawa had one and petrol to put into it showed he was Somebody in the Japanese hierarchy. The way he drove – recklessly fast, hardly slowing to wave a pass and shout at security checkpoints – showed he probably hadn’t got where he was by slavishly following the rules. He probably hadn’t been given a dented car, which would have been a sign of disrespect, but had caused the dents himself: a clear sign of his impatience.


And it was possible that, having survived war and a year of occupation, I was about to die in a car accident. I braced myself against the dashboard and dared ask, ‘Where are you taking me?’


‘Centre of Operations. Victoria Avenue.’


He had used the old British name for the smart residential area. The Japanese had commandeered rows of big colonial houses in Victoria and Albert Estate, which had formerly been occupied by high-ranking British administrators and Westernised Christian converts, who had been rich enough for the British to accept them as civilised. In the old days there had been glittering parties here. Now that the Japanese had requisitioned the houses and grounds, there were guards outside the gates.


‘Why?’


‘I have an idea.’


The way he drove, maybe his idea was suicide by car accident.


I swore to myself that if, by some miracle, I ended the journey alive, I’d get us all – Ah Ma, Uncle Chen, Shen Shen, Little Ling and myself – out of Singapore. Never mind where we ended up or how we’d survive, nothing could be worse than clinging to life as we were, like crabs in a bucket waiting to be picked out and lowered into boiling oil.


After such a narrow escape, even Ah Ma couldn’t insist on us waiting till the British came to rescue us. She believed the way to survive was to stay unnoticed. After all, that was how she had kept the Chen family and its black-market businesses safe under the British. As an added precaution against the Japanese, she had cut off the women’s plaits and rubbed our faces with hairy weed to give us spots.


Of course I had to get Uncle Chen out, too. Ah Ma and Shen Shen would never leave without him. I cursed myself for not making him go into hiding. The Japanese had informers everywhere and someone must have heard him ranting against them. We should all have gone. There were isolated farms in the Malayan jungles and highlands where we could have waited out the war.


Though if we had gone, I might now be cursing myself for not making us stay in Singapore.


I’d heard that the Japanese soldiers held shooting parties up-country, wiping out entire villages that had not shown enough respect or had presented them with food and women they didn’t like. Maybe those were just stories. Maybe not.


Maybe there was no guaranteed safe decision. But I was alive. If I was still alive tonight, I would consider that a small victory.


The roads were more crowded when we got into town, and it was morning by the time the car stopped and Hideki Tagawa sounded the horn at a gate, which was opened by two armed soldiers.


‘This is now the Shori headquarters, Colonel Fujiwara’s office and residence.’ Hideki Tagawa left his small car alongside two grand official vehicles and led the way to the front door, where guards stood at attention. They did not salute but didn’t stop Hideki Tagawa letting us in and rapping on a door.


To my amazement, a white woman opened it. ‘Mr Tagawa! But you haven’t an appointment.’


‘We are here to see the colonel,’ Hideki Tagawa said, in English. He inclined his head to her. A Japanese bowing to a white woman? I felt sure she was the colonel’s mistress.


And I knew who she was, too: Miss Emily Bennington-Smith.










Colonel Fujiwara
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‘He is in his office,’ Miss Emily said. ‘He’s busy.’ She gave Hideki Tagawa an awkward jerking nod, not quite a bow, then looked at me and gaped. ‘I know you, don’t I? What do you want? What are you doing here?’


Emily Bennington-Smith was the cousin of Miss Margaret Smith, one of the teachers at the Mission School, where I had been a pupil. Miss Margaret had taught us music, penmanship and Living by the Bible.


Miss Bennington-Smith had come out east in search of adventure and a white rajah in Borneo or a white colonel in India but, sadly, they were all taken. She couldn’t teach at the Mission School with her cousin because the Mission Centre didn’t have funds for another teacher but, in any case, Emily Bennington-Smith had said, she ‘wouldn’t be caught dead doing good works in a mission’.


Emily Bennington-Smith was a modern career woman: I had hero-worshipped her for her independence, and because she reminded me of the lady journalists I so admired and dreamed of emulating. But later, when I started submitting my own writing and even got a few articles published in weekly journals, she had made fun of my attempts and called me ‘a monkey with a typewriter’.


Now she was also the writer-editor of the Syonan-To, the English-language weekly propaganda mouthpiece of the Japanese government in Singapore. It had been launched in 1942, boasting that Japan’s position was ‘impregnable’, following the capture of Singapore by the Greater Japanese Empire. From what I had seen of the paper, it was mostly translations into English of orders to army and navy officers to live up to imperial instructions, and to local citizens to appreciate the honour of being occupied.


‘Hello, Miss Emily,’ I said quietly. She closed her mouth, but continued to stare at me. We hadn’t been friends but we’d met before there were any real enemies.


A voice was shouting furious Japanese somewhere deeper inside the house. A muffled crash followed.


Hideki Tagawa walked across the hall and stopped outside a door. He turned and flicked a finger in my direction, like a rat-catcher summoning his dog. I hurried over to him, passing Miss Emily without another word. I am very good at obeying orders, especially when my life is on the line.


Hideki Tagawa banged on the door. The furious Japanese shouting stopped. Then the same voice yelled, ‘Enter!’


A thin, hunched servant, who had been standing just inside, slipped out of the room without a word. Shards of porcelain and a brass ashtray lay at our feet, which I guessed had been thrown at him.


Colonel Fujiwara faced us across a broad desk. Of course I had seen photographs of him – he was Singapore’s highest-ranking Japanese military administrator and we had to bow to his ceremonial photograph, hung in the place of honour next to that of the Japanese Emperor – but this was the first time I had seen the man in the flesh. And there was a lot of it.


Colonel Fujiwara looked older and fatter than he did in the official pictures, but somehow smaller all over. He might once have been muscular, but now his belly was bigger than his chest. His face was round and red and sweaty, despite an electric fan standing in the corner.


‘Tagawa! What do you want? You have been disrupting interrogations!’ he said. ‘What are you doing here? Why have you brought this girl? Who is she? Your local mistress?’


‘This is Miss Chen Su Lin. She was trained in criminal detection by Chief Inspector Le Froy. She will be a useful local ally in the Mirza case.’


After bowing deeply and respectfully to the colonel, I kept my eyes on my feet.


Hideki Tagawa left me by the door and crossed to the colonel’s desk.


The two men started arguing. Continued arguing, I should say. Even though it was too low and too rapid for my basic Japanese to follow, it was clearly the continuation of a heated discussion that had been going on for some time.


They seemed to have forgotten me and I took the opportunity to look around. When you’re already in the lion’s den, it’s too late to keep your eyes closed and hope to wake out of the nightmare.


Colonel Fujiwara’s office was a pleasant, airy room with polished wood floors and teak shelving. Five enormous grey metal safes along one wall clashed with the rest of the décor and were recent additions. But the heavy dark-wood desk at which he sat clearly belonged with the house.


On the desk a framed photograph faced away from him. In it, a younger, thinner version of him stood in full uniform with a long sword; a kimono-clad woman sat next to him, a toddler of about the same age as Little Ling in her lap, and two older children – a boy and a girl – posed at either side of them.


For the first time I saw the colonel – or any Japanese officer – as a man who had had a life and a family before the war. Where was the toddler now? She and her siblings were clearly not in Singapore with their father. Despite the luxury of his surroundings, their father was in a war zone, responsible for keeping down civilian enemies in Japan’s occupied territories. I wondered if his wife, watching over their children, knew that her husband had condemned tens of thousands to death since taking office.


‘So, why bring her here?’ Colonel Fujiwara snarled. ‘If she knows something, find out what it is. Don’t bother me. Why are you running around picking up women instead of working on Le Froy?’


They were speaking in Japanese, but my ears pricked at Le Froy’s name. Hideki Tagawa was supposed to be working on Le Froy? This was the first confirmation I had had that he was alive. But I was in greater danger than I’d realised. If they thought I knew something (which I didn’t), I might not be alive tomorrow. Or even tonight.


I listened with all my attention now, forgetting myself enough to look directly at them.


The man still had the eyes of a soldier. My attention alerted him, and now his eyes darted around and behind me as though he was checking for snipers.


‘You understand Japanese?’


‘Forgive me, sir, I don’t know anything,’ I said, in my most respectful formal Japanese.


‘Miss Chen is also fluent in Chinese dialects, English and Malay,’ Hideki Tagawa said. ‘She knows local ways and has studied codes and ciphers. Also, her family has connections with the local triads. Her grandfather was a very powerful man. Even the British considered him a threat.’


This interested Colonel Fujiwara. I didn’t point out that my grandfather had been dead for more than forty years. I’ve always found it easy to pick up different languages. I believe it came from growing up exposed to the Chinese dialects, Malay and English that form Singlish. ‘I know nothing of that, sir,’ I said.


‘With her position and connections, Miss Chen was able to help Le Froy. She may be able to help us.’


Colonel Fujiwara studied me, then laughed. ‘This is your local woman, I can tell. Trust you to pick up such a skinny bitch. Can’t handle a larger woman, eh? At least you picked one smart enough to speak good Japanese. You were always fussy. Look at my gaijin pillow – lots of good meat on her, but hopeless at learning anything useful.’


He gestured towards Emily Bennington-Smith, who had followed us and was standing in the open doorway. She hadn’t understood the colonel’s words, but his meaning was clear. Still, she was smart enough not to look angry with him. She stared resentfully at me instead. I didn’t mind.


‘Girl! Which district are you in? Who is your district commander?’


‘East 221, sir. We report to Heicho Han.’


Colonel Fujiwara looked questioningly at Hideki Tagawa. ‘Heicho Han was complaining about you interfering. What kind of name is Han?’


‘He’s one of the Korean conscripts. He signed on two years ago.’ Hideki Tagawa sounded like a talking reference book. With a jolt of surprise, I realised he had my kind of memory. ‘He took over District Command after the former officer in charge was killed in an accident. Heicho Han is in charge of investigating Mirza’s murder last night.’


‘Korean boy.’ Colonel Fujiwara snorted. ‘I know Han. He’s always barging in here shouting, “I eat kyabechu on Pujisan!”’ His bad mood seemed to have disappeared now that he was mocking Heicho Han’s Japanese pronunciation.


Many Koreans said ‘kyabechu’ for the Japanese ‘kyabetsu’, meaning cabbage, and would probably have called Mount Fuji ‘Pujisan’ instead of ‘Fujisan’. The Japanese ‘tsu’ might not exist in Korean.


I was very lucky that my first Japanese teacher, Mrs Maki, Hideki Kagawa’s cousin, had been particular about pronunciation. In fact, thanks to her, I could even tell that my second teacher, the hairdresser, spoke Japanese with a non-standard accent.


‘Do what you want with the girl – I won’t interfere. But you must investigate Mirza’s murder. Han is eager but so stupid. He wants to kill one prisoner a day until the murderer is caught.


Says that, sooner or later, we’ll get him, even if he doesn’t confess. He’ll waste a lot of bullets if I let him do what he wants.’


They were going to kill a prisoner a day? It sounded so horrible that I believed it.


The kempeitai had been relatively easy on us in the East Coast district, maybe because they saw us as workers and farmers far from the city centre. But I knew in Bukit Timah, where we now were and the resistance had been fierce, Colonel Fujiwara had ordered that all Chinese – men, women and children – within a five-mile radius were to be shot.


‘You mustn’t disrupt the boy’s interrogations if you can’t come up with the murderer yourself!’


‘I want to confess. I killed Mirza,’ I heard my shaking voice say.


I guessed they meant to kill me anyway, after using me to make Le Froy talk. This way, if my death stopped the reprisal killings for Mirza, I would have done one small thing.


‘Don’t be a fool!’ Hideki Tagawa said. ‘Shut your mouth!’


But Colonel Fujiwara leaned forward across his desk and asked, ‘How?’


I thought fast. ‘Mirza Ali Hasnain’s house is not far from my grandmother’s. I climbed over the wall and went into his house where I killed him.’


‘And what did you kill him with?’


Oh, why on earth hadn’t I paid more attention to Hideki Tagawa when he was telling me about Mirza’s murder? Why hadn’t I asked more questions?


‘I’m not sure. It was dark. I just grabbed something. Something sharp. And heavy.’


Colonel Fujiwara sat back. He was grinning, which I found more frightening than his glare. ‘Girl, you are not the first to make false confession. Do you see us all as fools? The last man who made a false confession was executed for lying. And his wife, whom he was lying to protect, was executed also. Are you married? No? Ah. Since you are not married, shall I I execute Hideki Tagawa for your crime of lying to me?’


‘No, no, you can’t! Please, sir, don’t!’ I didn’t know why I was worried about the fate of that one-time Japanese spy.


‘Ha!’ Colonel Fujiwara was laughing loudly with his mouth open, thumping Hideki Tagawa, then his desk when Tagawa moved out of range. Hideki Tagawa’s expression was a mixture of wry amusement and exasperation: a surprising echo of the look I had often seen on Le Froy’s face. He closed his eyes briefly but said nothing.


‘I knew it! I knew it! I knew it! You finally found yourself a little cat for your pillow! A loyal little cat too. Did you see her face when she thought you were at risk? After facing talk of her own death so calmly? So, that’s why you want to employ her to work on your investigations with you.’


What?


‘Sir, Miss Chen has investigation skills learned from Chief Inspector Le Froy. I have stated in my reports—’


‘Hideki Tagawa! You have an obsession with your gaijin Chief Inspector Le Froy!’ Colonel Fujiwara was still laughing. He winked at me.


There was a certain justice in the description: for years Le Froy’s superiors had thought him obsessed with Japanese spies – Hideki Tagawa among them.


‘The gaijin Le Froy has nothing to do with this case. Mirza was killed by locals!’


‘Sir. Le Froy was Miss Chen’s sensei. A man very skilled in detection. He taught her the art of detection. It is Le Froy’s methods that Mirza was studying to solve the stone codes.’


Colonel Fujiwara silenced him with a fist to the table. Hideki Tagawa had gone too far.


But Hideki Tagawa was not done yet. ‘Give us some privacy,’ he said to Miss Emily, in English. ‘Take Miss Chen to the kitchen and stay there until I send for you.’


I saw indignation flash on Emily Bennington-Smith’s face. ‘Sir?’ She looked to Colonel Fujiwara, but he waved dismissively at her.


‘Go! Go away! Get lost. Bring me some beer in fifteen minutes.’ His English was strongly accented but understandable.


‘Come, Su Lin,’ Emily Bennington-Smith said sourly.










Emily Bennington-Smith’s Kitchen
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‘That man is so rude, ordering me around like a servant! I have my own office here. I am an employee, like anyone else. What does he mean, go to the kitchen?’


But we had indeed ended up in the kitchen, rather than her office.


‘How did you get involved with him? Is he running your district? Which district are you in anyway? Who is in charge of the area? Why are you getting involved in this? Don’t you know how dangerous it is? This is typical of locals like you, pushing your way in. You don’t know how much trouble you may be getting yourself into.’


I had already answered most of her questions for Colonel Fujiwara, but she hadn’t been able to follow the exchange in Japanese, though she understood Hideki Tagawa’s dismissal.


‘What’s wrong with you? Why are you standing there like that?’


‘Please may I use the WC?’ I asked. ‘And I’m really, really thirsty, if you can spare some water.’


When I got back to the kitchen, her temper had cooled, as had the cup of boiled water she had ready for me.


‘Thank you.’


‘How come you speak such good Japanese? You learned English very fast too, right? Were you a Japanese spy even back then?’ Emily Bennington-Smith lowered her voice to a whisper, because speaking English, or any language other than Japanese, was forbidden. ‘You can tell me. You were working for the British police, weren’t you? Were you spying on them?’


‘Of course not! And I lost my job there. I was apprenticed to a Japanese hairdresser.’


I had been against the idea, but Ah Ma had insisted. Just as she had insisted on sending me to learn English at the school set up by the Mission Centre.


As I had already learned basic Japanese from Mrs Maki, it was easy for me to pick up enough to make myself useful in translating orders and questions. And, of course, the more I spoke it the more fluent I became.


Even before Hideki Tagawa had found me, soldiers in our district had been coming to ask me to translate their orders and instructions. Most of the time they wanted me to explain to the locals in Malay and various Chinese dialects that they were looking for pro-Britain and pro-China traitors. Anyone who handed over any such traitors would be rewarded. Most people understood this without translation.


‘You always were a little Goody Two Shoes, weren’t you? Working hard to be a teacher’s pet. Do you know what’s going on? Which district are you living in?’


‘East District, Division 221.’


‘So, you live near to the man who was murdered last night?’


Apparently Mirza’s death was such a big issue that even Emily Bennington-Smith, with her limited Japanese, knew about it.


‘What happened? What are the officers running your district doing about it? Who is in charge of your district?’


‘The officer in charge is called Heicho Han.’


‘I know him, tall, fair chap. A captain. Much better-looking than most of the Japs, don’t you think?’


‘His name is on all the proclamations but his men take care of the patrols and inspections. Not much happens in our district, it’s so far from town.’


Until the murder.


Word had it that Korean-born Heicho Han of the Japanese Territorial Army was even more savagely ruthless than the Japanese soldiers. Was he good-looking? I honestly couldn’t have said.


‘I’ve seen him here a few times. They all have to come here, you know, to report. Most have better manners than that Hideki Tagawa who brought you here.’ Emily Bennington-Smith changed the subject abruptly. ‘He can’t be trusted. He’s a snake. A rat. Don’t let him talk you into doing anything.’


‘What do you mean?’ Already I intended to be wary of Hideki Tagawa, but I never turn down a free tip.


And Emily Bennington-Smith was so clearly bursting with information that it was a kindness to take some off her. ‘I came out east as a reporter and, as the writer-editor of Syonan-To, I could tell you a lot about these people. A lot of the British are in favour of Hitler, especially the big names, because he’s the only one willing to stand up against the spread of Communism. Besides, much of British high society is German all the way to the top. The Royal Family were Saxe-Coburg-Gotha until they changed their name to Windsor during the last war. They’re making speeches in the House of Lords saying Hitler’s a sound chap.


‘I’m not rich. I was sent to Germany as company for my wealthy cousin and I saw how wonderful it was there. If I’d stayed in England, I’d be working in an aircraft or munitions factory. Germany is thriving, no unemployment. And look at England! Totally dreary and depressing.’


‘What did you do in Germany?’


‘Balls and art and music! Everything you could want!’


I found her point of view interesting. Some British soldiers had supported Hitler and the Nazis, but only up to the invasion of Czechoslovakia. After that, Germany was the enemy. And since we were part of the British Empire, it was our enemy, too.


Emily Bennington-Smith lowered her voice still further, ‘Hideki Tagawa is working for Colonel Fujiwara, but the colonel doesn’t like or trust him. He’d get rid of him if he could find a way, but Tagawa has connections in Japan. I’m only telling you this for your own good. Sometimes when he comes here Colonel Fujiwara shouts at him for hours. I’m always so terrified he’s going to shoot him right there in the office and I don’t know how I’ll ever get his blood out of the floor. They can just replace the boards in his room but if it happened in the hall or the lobby on the marble … It’s so absorbent and impossible to match here. It was imported from Italy, supposedly for somebody’s palace or memorial in Java, but whoever it was fell out of favour before they had time to use it. And the transport ship was redirected to Singapore because they were all fighting over there as to who was going to take over and these locals must have got it cheap. But, given how difficult it is to look after marble in the tropics, I don’t know that it was such a bargain.’
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