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The Flyers
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During the Japanese occupation, radios were banned in Syonan – as our Japanese lords and masters referred to Singapore – and our only news came through their official channels.


Until the flyers started appearing.


The first I saw read,




US President Roosevelt & Brit PM Churchill & Chiang Kai-shek in Cairo talk combined forces against the Japs. The Allies are Coming. Hold on to Hope, brothers and sisters.





It was a poorly typed carbon copy and I didn’t take it seriously till a rash of official Japanese announcements claimed the Cairo Conference (a) didn’t take place, (b) was a complete failure, while (c) offering cash and extra rations as a reward to anyone who turned in the traitors producing the flyers.


In other words, what the flyers said was true or they wouldn’t have bothered to deny it.


After that, I watched out for them.




British, Canadian and American troops take back Italy! Hitler’s pal Mussolini is out. The tide is turning. Hold on, brothers and sisters.





I couldn’t help feeling encouraged, though even if the tide was turning in the West, Japanese boots still crushed the back of the East.


Then the flyers showed hope moving closer to home:




USA Marines crush Jap stronghold in the Gilbert islands. Japs Pacific blockade cracked! Don’t give up. Won’t be long now, brothers and sisters.





The official Japanese news announcements were silent on these events. But they no longer celebrated the glorious victories of their brothers in the West, and the authorities increased the bounty offered for information on the criminals who distributed printed lies.


So, of course, we went on believing them.


But, day to day, it was hard to believe that anything would ever change. The Japanese were using Singapore much as the British had. Our island’s natural deep-water port and strategic location made it the ideal hub from which to channel arms and supplies across the seas to Japanese-occupied territories all over the region.


But to hold their advantage, the Japanese forces had to consolidate their sea-to-land transition. India’s location at the tip of the Indian Ocean made it their ideal entry point to the South Asia mainland.


It was becoming clear why the Japanese had funded the formation of the Indian National Army (or Free Indian Army) with Indian PoWs captured in Malaya and Singapore. Indians would be sent to fight their brothers, leaving the Japanese to move in after the worst of the carnage. They already occupied India’s neighbour Burma, and would likely launch their attack from there. Even knowing that, the extensive border, along with the coast of the Bay of Bengal, made it impossible to prepare an adequate defence without more information.


And if British India fell to the Japanese, regardless of what Allied victories were won in the West, here in the East we would have Japanese bayonets at our necks for ever.









Eve of 1944, Syonan
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‘You people can’t even find out who’s leaving those damn flyers all over the place – and you want to investigate the army and the INA?’


‘The flyers are irritating, like mosquitoes. This is serious. You, girl,’ this was to me, ‘come back. Eat this. Don’t just put it into your mouth. Swallow it!’


Major Dewa watched me swallow a spoonful of the soup I had just brought him. For one crazy moment I thought of clutching my throat and making gagging sounds, just to see how the new chief of the Syonan Police Investigation Bureau would react. Of course I didn’t. That would have got me killed faster than any poison – and probably a lot more painfully.


‘Well, girl?’ Colonel Fujiwara was already halfway through his own soup.


‘The soup is delicious. I hope you’ll like it, sir,’ I said.


‘Ha! If he doesn’t want it, give me his bowl!’


Major Dewa glared at me as though waiting for the poison to take effect. Maybe he sensed how much I would have liked to poison him.


It was 5 p.m. on 31 December 1943, eve of 1944, in Syonan. Singapore Island, once the British Empire’s ‘Gibraltar of the East’, was now a supply port to the Japanese Empire.


We were in the Shori headquarters, the office and official residence of Colonel Fujiwara. His ceremonial photograph hung next to that of the Japanese Emperor in all schools, factories and offices. In person, his face was red and sweaty, and his belly was bigger than his chest. Colonel Fujiwara was fonder of food than of work. If it hadn’t been treasonous, I’d have said he would have been much better off – and happier – running a restaurant than an island.


However, Colonel Fujiwara was Syonan’s highest-ranking Japanese military administrator, and Major Dewa probably wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand what a crippled local girl was doing there.


‘The girl makes good soup,’ Colonel Fujiwara said.


‘You should have a cook and staff who have been vetted by the proper authorities. You know nothing of this girl—’


‘Miss Chen is the daughter of my late cousin,’ Hideki Tagawa said. ‘If you have any objection to her, you may address it to me.’


He had been so quiet in his corner of the room that the others had forgotten he was there. Hideki Tagawa was a small, dark man, who had a way of hunching and dipping his head as though he was trying not to be noticed. He had no official post in Colonel Fujiwara’s government, but those in the know feared him. Hideki Tagawa represented and reported directly to Prince Yasuhito Chichibu, Emperor Hirohito’s only brother. It was whispered that Hideki Tagawa had helped Prince Chichibu establish the military dictatorship in Japan. Also that he had instigated the assassination of the prime minister, Tsuyoshi Inukai, and steered Japan into the alliance with Nazi Germany, even though he had attended university in Great Britain. Now Hideki Tagawa was part of the Kin No Yuri or ‘Golden Lily’ organisation that collected ‘donations’ from Japan’s colonies to finance the Japanese war effort.


‘I’m surprised to see you here too, Tagawa,’ Major Dewa said. ‘It is only one of the many things that surprises me.’


Did the clumsily officious Major Dewa know he was casting suspicion on one of the best-connected (and probably most dangerous) men in the Japanese military empire?


Colonel Fujiwara and Joben and Ima Kobata stared at Hideki Tagawa. They reminded me of children half afraid a dog might bite and half hoping it would. Major Dewa’s aide moved a hand to his pistol, as though preparing to defend his master.


Hideki Tagawa bowed slightly and Major Dewa looked triumphant.


We could hear the trucks of soldiers waiting outside. They were en route to their festive dinner, but it looked and sounded like a coup – maybe intentionally.


Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that the Syonan Police Investigation Bureau was investigating the Shori headquarters. In the past year, some bizarre things had happened there. A senior officer had committed suicide, the editor of the Syonan Weekly had vanished and the entire household staff had been fired.


Colonel Fujiwara was not cooperative. The assassination attempt against him by one of his own officers had left him paranoid and suspicious. Now he trusted only me and Hideki Tagawa because we’d foiled the would-be killer. The colonel had even rejected the trained staff provided by the military. He had brought family from Japan to manage his household for him.


Joben Kobata, bored and half asleep in a chair next to Colonel Fujiwara, was broad-faced and chubby. He looked enough like the colonel to be his son, but was married to his daughter, Ima. The two men got along well, chiefly because they shared a love of comfort and a dislike of work. Ima was from the colonel’s first marriage. His second wife had left no children, and the third was in Japan with his younger son and daughter.


Ima Kobata’s complexion was fair and she had thick brown hair. She wore a lot of powder and had drawn-in eyebrows, giving the impression she was dressed up for a special occasion. She always looked like that. The powder was because she had spots. She had her father’s chubby face and chunky build and wasn’t much taller than me, though almost three times as broad.


‘In fact this girl makes better soup than you will get anywhere else on this island!’ Colonel Fujiwara said loudly. ‘You’re mad if you think Ebisu-chan wants to poison me. She saved my life – not one of your over-trained soldiers!’


Colonel Fujiwara called me ‘Ebisu’ because childhood polio had left me with a limp, like the god of good fortune. He trusted me because – well, because I’d saved his life. I hadn’t intended to, but it’s difficult to think straight under pressure.


I was twenty-four years old and didn’t know if I would live to see twenty-five. Or even next week. I had just discovered that my long-dead mother had not only been Japanese but a cousin of Hideki Tagawa. In fact, my presence in the Shori headquarters was a favour to Hideki Tagawa, who also had rooms there.


I was assistant editor of the English-language Syonan Weekly, and helped with the management of the household since Ima spoke little English and no local dialects.


‘Her soup is irrelevant. She should not be here.’


Well, Major Dewa shouldn’t still have been there either.


Even I knew that when Colonel Fujiwara said, ‘I’m going to take a break to have some soup. Will you join me?’ It was a dismissal, and the correct thing to say was ‘Thank you, but I was just leaving,’ and bow your way out.


After all, others were waiting for their audience with Colonel Fujiwara. The New Year’s Eve meetings were a formality for the island’s top brass to congratulate Colonel Fujiwara on a successful year and exchange good wishes for 1944.


The hall and grounds were filled with officials and administrators waiting their turn to bow and present the small gifts that would formally wipe out all errors of 1943. Ceremonially, at least, the new year would start with a clean slate.


But still Major Dewa stayed. He seemed determined not to leave until Colonel Fujiwara had signed the authorisation forms he’d brought. ‘I tried to make appointments to meet you. Many, many times I tried. But your people always say you’re too busy. I don’t want this swept under the carpet because the year is over.’


Major Dewa had announced his intention of eradicating all corrupt officials from the Syonan administration. This meant that while all officials applauded him, none helped him. It was impossible to get on without back-door help and black-market goods.


‘You’re chief of local investigations. Go and investigate whatever you want!’


‘The local administrators won’t cooperate. But once you sign these forms, the police can force them to do so.’


‘Leave the papers. I’ll look at them tomorrow.’


‘Sir, tomorrow you have the official photograph ceremony. I don’t want to inconvenience you.’


‘You are already inconveniencing me. I’ll deal with them in the New Year. Give them to Kobata.’


Colonel Dewa looked at Joben Kobata. ‘Sir, if you authorise these investigations now, we can start immediately. No more waste of time.’


‘The worst part of this war is all the nobodies that crawl out of the mud and think themselves important just because somebody gave them a uniform,’ Joben Kobata said. He held out a hand for the papers, not bothering to stand up. ‘Come on, bring them over here.’


Major Dewa held on to his forms. ‘I just want to get all this paperwork cleared up before the new year.’


‘This is no time for work,’ Colonel Fujiwara said. ‘It’s New Year’s Eve, man!’


‘Once you’ve signed, you can leave the work to me.’


‘Father, a lot of people are still waiting to see you,’ Ima said.


Major Dewa should have been in and out of the office in less than fifteen minutes but still he hung on. ‘We cannot close the year’s records without resolving the matter of the missing funds and the pineapple grenades.’


The two captured American grenades had supposedly been sent to the Shori headquarters for inspection – and vanished. ‘If you’re looking for missing things, see if you can find our missing photographer while you’re at it,’ Joben said. ‘Ryu Takahashi. Dark-skinned, dirty, lazy, drinks too much and doesn’t wash very often …’


Colonel Fujiwara laughed but Major Dewa ploughed on, ‘We say “missing” or “lost”, rather than stolen, because there may have been an administrative error. They were definitely brought here after being captured from American soldiers in the Philippines. They were signed for by your office. Two yellow pineapple grenades.’


‘Are you accusing me of stealing them?’ Colonel Fujiwara said. His voice was suddenly very calm, a frightening contrast to his earlier manner.


‘Of course not, sir.’ Major Dewa looked taken aback. ‘But they are to be sent to Japan. The technicians are waiting to work on them. I must trace them—’


‘Even if they were brought here, they are not here now. Unless you’re saying I ate your pineapple grenades as a snack.’ Colonel Fujiwara laughed at his joke.


Major Dewa did not. ‘Sir, you are not the only one with access to your office.’ His eyes went around the room.


‘They’re probably in the snake shrine,’ Joben Kobata said.


The snake shrine had stood under the cannonball tree at the back of the building since before the British colonials had arrived. It housed either a snake spirit or the spirit of someone killed by a snake. Or it might have been a shrine to the tree itself. The cannonball flowers look like the hooded nāga, the snake, and the tree is sacred to several religions.


Anyway, people sometimes left protection offerings there. I did, too. I wasn’t particularly superstitious, but when there’s a war on it doesn’t hurt to cover all your bases. And if monkeys or squirrels ate the spoonful of rice or slice of fruit I left, that suited me fine.


‘The snake shrine?’ Major Dewa looked suspicious,


‘The servants leave offerings there. Whenever something goes missing here, they say the snake spirit must have taken it. Do you want to check it for your pineapples? It’s beyond the kitchen garden, behind the bamboo and banana trees.’


‘Do things often go missing here?’


‘It’s the servants,’ Ima said. ‘They’ll say anything. They’re the ones stealing things and lying about it. Please, Father, a lot more people are waiting to see you. Some of them have other stops to make.’


‘Just sign these.’ Major Dewa went up to Colonel Fujiwara’s desk but suddenly stopped and sniffed. ‘What’s that smell?’


It was the strong, strange fragrance of cannonball flowers arranged on the table behind the colonel. Since I’d told Ima their scent kept snakes and mosquitoes away, she’d insisted on always having some in the house.


‘Haru! Get rid of those ugly flowers. They smell poisonous!’


His aide, in defiance of protocol, walked behind Colonel Fujiwara and reached for the vase. Colonel Fujiwara placed a hand on it, stopping him. But the man, in an even greater defiance of protocol, grasped the colonel’s wrist and removed it.


‘It’s for your protection, sir,’ Major Dewa said. ‘Security is important. You never know who can be trusted. Or who may be bribed.’


‘Damn you, dog!’ Colonel Fujiwara swore. ‘You are a dead man!’


Joben took this literally. He took his gun and shot Major Dewa’s aide in the chest. The man dropped the vase, collapsed against the wall and slid to the floor.


‘Score!’ Joben crowed, like a boy who had catapulted a bird.


‘How dare you? You had no right! I will take this up with the highest authorities!’ Major Dewa’s rage made his voice squeak.


I stared at the man on the floor till Hideki Tagawa, suddenly next to me, said, ‘Su Lin.’


‘Sir?’


‘If there’s any more soup I would like some.’


‘Yes, sir,’ I answered automatically, but didn’t move. Like the others, I was staring at the man on the floor, who was trying to say something through the blood bubbling out of his mouth.


‘Now.’ Hideki Tagawa took my arm and pulled me roughly to the door.


As he pushed me out, I heard Colonel Fujiwara say, ‘Clean up the mess.’


I heard the second shot through the closed door.









The Servants’ Domain
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I was still shaking when I reached the kitchen. It wasn’t that I didn’t know the Japanese killed people. They killed people for not bowing low enough, for not understanding Japanese or for having been born male. But I’d allowed myself to believe the worst was over. They’d said the war was over for us and we were safe as long as we served the great Japanese Empire.


At least, I’d come to believe the Shori headquarters was a bubble of safety.


The house-boys and the maids looked almost asleep on their feet. It was already three hours past the time they normally finished work, and they had spent days scrubbing down every part of the building, as well as setting up the tents on the grounds in front of the house for the expected visitors.


‘You can go back to your quarters,’ I told them.


I felt responsible for them because I was the one who had interviewed and hired these children. None looked over sixteen, and I suspected Tanis, the fastest on his feet and best at catching and killing chickens, was closer to twelve, though he claimed to be ‘almost sixteen’. I knew he desperately needed the pay and the protection of working for the Shori headquarters because his father had been killed and he was responsible for his mother and younger siblings.


It was impossible to find experienced adult staff because the Japanese had made a point of killing or locking up people who seemed good at anything. I was lucky that childhood polio had left me with a crippled leg. As I was short and skinny as well as crippled, I didn’t look like a threat.


‘There are still people outside,’ Xiao Yu, one of the maids, said.


‘Go. Make sure you get some rest. There will be many more people coming tomorrow and you must clean up tonight’s mess before they arrive. Wash first. I’ll come and lock the doors in half an hour.’


In his paranoia about the people around him, Colonel Fujiwara insisted the house staff were locked into their quarters behind the main house every night till 5 a.m. when the day guards came on shift.


Once I had the kitchen to myself, I checked the soup stock. I doubted Hideki Tagawa really wanted soup, but if he or anyone else did, I had only to strain some into a bowl, then throw in bean sprouts, dried seaweed and buckwheat noodles to make Toshikoshi-soba, symbolising longevity. Having grown up in a traditional household, I always had a stockpot waiting for fish heads, chicken claws and necks, vegetable peelings and leftovers. Tomorrow I planned to make ozouni, a traditional New Year’s Day soup dish. I would add mochi balls, because their stretchiness signified longevity. Was I really wishing longevity on our oppressors? Well, I was quite fond of mochi. Sometimes you just have to focus on the immediate.


The kitchen window slats and both doors stood open to let in the cooling night air. It wasn’t as hot as usual in Singapore – sorry, Syonan – because the rains had just come and gone. The night outside was dark and calm, apart from the whirring of insects and the rustle of night hunters.


It seemed impossible that a man had just been shot upstairs.


Suddenly I wanted to go out into the night and disappear. I could just walk out of the back gate and into the jungle-lined slopes linking Mount Faber and Frangipani Hill and never come back. But where would I go? Back east to Chen Mansion, where my whole family might be punished for hiding me? Into the jungles to scavenge?


I’d thought myself safe here, with guards at the front gate and the high security over the whole district. Even the wilderness beyond the fencing acted as an additional layer of security around Colonel Fujiwara, who claimed he was here to protect us.


What was Major Dewa going to do now? This was a hundred times worse than not getting his authorisation forms signed. Would he arrest Joben? Would Joben shoot him too?


If only Major Dewa had accepted and praised Colonel Fujiwara’s sake and presented his request more obsequiously, the colonel would probably have signed everything without looking. But confrontation made him cross and determined to dig in his heels, like a child intending to make as much trouble as he can. Having Joben around didn’t help either.


And what about the poor man Joben had shot? But I wasn’t going to think about him. The only way to survive is by not driving yourself mad over things you can’t control. That’s why I didn’t let myself think about my family, Chief Inspector Le Froy and all my friends who were missing or in prison.


But I could never put Ah Ma, my grandmother Chen Tai, completely out of my mind. It was she, the controlling brain behind the Chen family’s black-market empire, who’d kept me despite fortune-tellers telling her I was bad luck. Instead of putting me down a well, as they’d recommended, she’d sent me to learn English at the Mission Centre because ‘Su Lin will have to earn a living. Nobody will marry her with a leg like that.’


Later, reading the early signs, my grandmother apprenticed me to a Japanese hairdresser to learn Japanese. I’ve always been able to pick up languages quickly – growing up listening to the mishmash of Hokkien, Cantonese, Malay and English that makes up the Singlish patois probably helped.


It was thanks to Ah Ma that I spoke and translated Japanese well enough to work at the Shori headquarters and write for the Syonan Weekly. I owed her for that – even though she’d finally admitted cutting off my father for refusing to leave his pregnant Japanese wife.


According to Hideki Tagawa, my late mother Ryoko came from noble samurai lineage. But because she was Japanese, Ah Ma had driven her and my father out of the family mansion and into the slums. That was where I had been infected with the polio that had crippled me. And where my parents were exposed to the cholera that had killed them. She had killed them. I’d always known how much I owed my grandmother. Now I knew what she had done to me.


I wasn’t ready to see her. And I still wasn’t used to the idea of being half Japanese and related to Hideki Tagawa.


Hideki Tagawa had arranged for me to stay at the Shori headquarters, because he was worried that locals would react badly on learning that he was my cousin, now I was the assistant editor of the Syonan Weekly. It was the Japanese government’s English-language mouthpiece. It didn’t carry real news. Mostly I translated articles from their propaganda machine, telling of how grateful locals in Syonan/the Philippines/Taiwan adored their Japanese overlords and how proud we were to be part of the great Japanese Empire. Thinking about it, I went to the press room to get my notes for the next issue. It stood behind the house, with convenient access to the kitchen and the back service gate. It had been the men’s billiard room in British times and the smell of cigar smoke and drink still hung in the air. Joben Kobata was the official editor of the Syonan Weekly and occupied the paper’s large office in the main building. But he could barely read English, so it was left to me to get the proofs to the former Cathay Building where the Japanese Propaganda Department took care of printing and distribution.


I slept in the storeroom next to the press room. There was just enough room for my mat on the floor and a box for my clothes. And though my door didn’t lock from the inside, I could lock the door of the press room so the area was all mine and private at night.


‘Where were you?’ Ima startled me when I went back into the kitchen. ‘Where’s everybody? Don’t worry about the soup. That horrible Major Dewa’s finally gone.’


‘Thanks.’


Ima climbed onto one of the high kitchen stools with an effort, though there was nothing wrong with her legs.


‘What happened?’ I hoped Joben hadn’t shot him too.


‘My father told the major that he took the grenades to study them. He said they’re safely buried under some bureaucratic paperwork and he’ll return them when he’s ready.’


‘Is the body – I mean, is the dead man still there? He is dead, isn’t he?’ I wondered whether clearing bodies out of Colonel Fujiwara’s office was a routine task for the servants. ‘I sent the house-boys to bed, but …’


‘Oh, Major Dewa got his men to carry him out. He’ll think twice before trying to bully my father again. And on New Year’s Eve too! Did you set up that kadomatsu behind my father’s desk?’ Ima said. ‘In Japan we don’t usually put kadomatsu indoors, but the snake flowers smell wonderful. Where did you learn to do it?’


‘From Mrs Maki.’


‘Ah, yes. The wonderful Mrs Maki, cousin of the wonderful Hideki Tagawa.’


Was she being sarcastic? Ignorance was always my best defence. ‘Yes. She taught me smell adds an extra element.’


‘We must always have lots of those flowers in the house if Major Dewa doesn’t like them. If they can keep him as well as mosquitoes away, I don’t care how ugly they are. At home we would decorate Kagami-mochi on a tokonoma – an elevated alcove in a traditional Japanese room. Kagami-mochi is a pair of cakes stacked in order of size with a daidai on top, used as a New Year offering, then cut and eaten on January the eleventh. Kagamimochi is placed in the middle of a tokonoma as an offering to the New Year’s god. I had to learn all this for myself – my mother never bothered to teach me anything. You’re very lucky. Everybody says that Hideki Tagawa is going to arrange a good marriage for you. Could be what he and Mrs Maki were preparing you for.’


‘What? No! He can’t – he’s never said anything to me—’


‘It will be difficult, of course. Even if your mother came from a good family, there’s still your father.’


I wondered if Ima was trying to warn me of something she’d heard. As she talked, she picked up scraps off the counter, even out of the pig-swill bowl, and ate them or wrapped them in a cloth to eat in her room later. She hated throwing anything away, even if it was broken or spoiled.


Ima was nothing like any of the other wealthy women I’d met. She inspected her clothes after they were ironed and put them away herself in locked drawers. The servants cleaned her room and emptied her bins, but were not allowed to air any of her cupboards.


Ima had once caught Xiao Xi, one of the maids, trying to open the large cupboard by the servants’ staircase. She screamed and ranted so loudly at the poor girl that the guards came running with their bayonets pointed. A good thing came out of that: no one ever forgot again that the clean linen was no longer stored there – where it had been before Ima and Joben moved in – but in baskets under the back stairs.


‘It’s very good of you to be helping your father here but your mother must miss you very much over New Year.’


‘My mother’s dead. She left me all alone in the world. Why else do you think my father would bother with me?’


For a moment her mask slipped. In that instant I saw raw pain and loss on her face. I reached out and touched her arm. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘My mother was very beautiful and very clever. But my father was never good to her because it was an arranged marriage. He always wants to do things his own way. And my mother was the same. She told me many times that if she had agreed to everything he said, done everything he wanted, kept her mouth shut, she would have had a much better life. But it just wasn’t in her nature.’ Ima laughed. ‘Anyway, you know you should try to make a good marriage. Let Hideki Tagawa arrange one for you, and quickly. There may not be very many men worth marrying soon. Especially if you want a man with all his parts intact and functional.’


We were speaking in Japanese and the term Ima used was a lot more vulgar than ‘functional’. It made me feel closer to her, like we were just two girls gossiping together in the kitchen about men. I missed Parshanti Shankar so much. She and I had been best friends since our schooldays, but now her parents were in prison and she was somewhere in the jungles up-country. I only hoped she was still alive.


Ima was not Parshanti, but I felt for her as the daughter of Colonel Fujiwara’s first wife. It couldn’t be easy for her, growing up knowing another woman was in her mother’s place. And she might have guessed she had been sent out to Singapore to replace her father’s mistress and bring some respectability to his household.


‘What are those?’ she asked, pointing to some fruit the servant children had found.


‘Yellow rambutans. Some aren’t quite ripe so I’m leaving them a few days.’


‘Sour,’ Ima said, grimacing. ‘But I’ll take a few to my room. I just need some string to keep them together. Where is it?’


‘In the tin behind you.’


I helped Ima tie together the leafy bunches of rambutans. The children would be disappointed, but if I could keep them safe, there would be more rambutan seasons.


‘My mother always said that the death of my father’s second wife was payback for how badly he had treated her. My mother could never remarry because all of her income and status depended on her being Colonel Fujiwara’s first wife. She couldn’t afford to lose that.’


‘Oh! I didn’t know his second wife had died. Did it just happen? Is that why the photograph of her and the children is no longer on his desk? What happened to their little boy and girl?’


‘Don’t be so stupid. That was his third wife. His second wife died years ago when my mother was still alive. He could have come back to her. That was what everyone expected him to do. But he didn’t. She could have reached out to him, flattered him and said how much she needed him, but she wouldn’t. They were both so hopeless.’


I put a dish of pickled limes on the counter in front of her. They calmed her down as I’d known they would.


‘Hideki Tagawa may marry you off as a political move.’


‘What?’


‘Of course, it would be better for him if he got married and had his own daughters to bargain with because the old families like his are dying out. Has Tagawa talked about marrying? Tell me the truth!’


She stared at me intently. When I looked blank, she added, with a little laugh, ‘He hasn’t taken a vow of celibacy, like a monk, has he?’


‘What? No. Not that I know of! Can you think of anyone less like a Zen monk than Hideki Tagawa?’


We laughed, but that was when it first struck me that Ima wouldn’t object to being married to him.


‘It’s no fun being a girl. My mother always said that if only I’d been a boy, the colonel wouldn’t have left her. Even if that’s not true I’m sure he would have claimed me earlier.’ Ima shook her head as though trying to dislodge all her heavy thoughts. She climbed off the stool and grabbed her rambutans. ‘Try to have sweet dreams tonight,’ she said. ‘Hatsu-yume, your first dream of the year to come true. Some say it should be the first dream after New Year, but once past midnight it will already be next year. When it comes to good luck and a good marriage, it’s dangerous to get left behind!’


‘Sweet dreams,’ I wished her in return, and started to clear up the mess she had left on the counter.


When I heard someone come in behind me, I assumed Ima had come back.


‘Do they want something else?’ I asked in Japanese.


‘For a bad-luck girl you really had some good luck ending up here!’ a voice said in English.


Startled, I whirled round and bumped my hip painfully against the table. Luckily I managed to save the bowl of peelings I was draining to add to the pig-swill. I stared at the woman standing inside the back door. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I should be the one asking you that!’ said Mimi Hoshi.









Mimi Hoshi


[image: image]


You may already be familiar with the name Mimi Hoshi. If not, hoshi means ‘bright star’ and it’s the name Ho Shen Mi adopted when entertaining Japanese troops. She had started calling herself ‘Mimi’ back when she was flirting with British soldiers. Even if that name’s not familiar, you might know her as ‘Mimi Bright Star’ or ‘the Mata Hari of the East’.


Mimi Hoshi was the elder sister of Ho Shen Shen, my uncle Chen’s wife. Yes, the Chen family is not the most respectable, but we tend to keep our black-market and money-lending activities quiet. Mimi loved being famous and flamboyant.


Well, we all have our own ways of dealing with oppression and occupation.


Mimi was probably less than forty then, though she seemed ancient to me. After all, she was part of my parents’ generation, part of the world I’d been born into, like the Egyptian Pyramids and British rule.


I had my own reasons for disliking Mimi. As her younger sister was married to my father’s younger brother, ‘Don’t-call-me-Aunty’ Mimi told everyone she should have married my father. I’d since learned that my grandmother had rushed to arrange Uncle Chen’s marriage after she’d cut off my father, her precious elder son, for marrying a Japanese girl without her permission. There had never been any arrangement between Mimi and my father.


‘Mimi Bright Star’ was the name she used on her ‘artistic’ photographs. I don’t mean the early snaps of her with British soldiers that you see in the colonial archives – Mimi looks young, happy and gay in those pictures. She’s laughing and holding up a glass of bubbly or blowing kisses at the camera. You can see she’s the kind of girl all the soldiers in the squadron were in love with until they went home to marry the women they would have families with. I mean the artistic photographs Ryu Takahashi took of her. Of course they aren’t as shocking now as they were back in the 1940s. In fact they were the focus of a war-museum art retrospective a few years ago, though restricted to viewers over the age of eighteen because of Nudity and Explicit Acts.


Those artistically staged shots, with crudely painted backdrops and props, men wearing what look like traditional Japanese masks and costumes and carrying traditional weapons … and Mimi naked, with paper blossoms taped to her nipples and blooming from her nether regions. In those photos, you can see her life, energy and vitality. She’s hamming it up for the camera. Given the situation we were living in then, it was either very brave or blindly reckless, and probably a bit of both. Looking back now, it’s like a kind of lost innocence. But, for a while, Mimi Bright Star was wildly popular with troops across all of the Japanese colonies.


Mimi lifted her skirt and reached under it.


‘Why are you here?’


A sarong was tied around her waist and hips, like a baby-carrying cloth. As I watched, she pulled out the creased brown envelope that was tucked into it.


‘What are you doing?’


I saw she had photographs in the envelope. I caught a glimpse of soldiers in uniform, like the staged propaganda shots we sometimes ran in the paper. But the photograph she held up showed me standing with Sergeant Prakesh Pillay, Sergeant Ferdinand de Souza and Corporal Wong Kan Seng in front of the Hill Street detective unit. It had stood across the road from the Hill Street police station and we had called it the Detective Shack when we worked there under Chief Inspector Le Froy.


‘Where did you get that?’ I asked her. ‘What do you want?’


Mimi smirked, pleased with my reaction. ‘It’s you, right? No denying it. Can see your crooked leg.’


I remembered the day the photograph had been taken. We’d just got back from Ferdie de Souza’s birthday lunch. Chief Inspector Le Froy had sent the four of us out with a whole five dollars to treat ourselves to de Souza’s favourite sup kambing – mutton soup. A travelling Japanese photographer had stopped us in front of the Detective Shack and tried to talk us into having romantic photos taken. ‘Which one of these handsome men is your boyfriend, young lady? You want to hold hands and take photo?’


‘Me, of course! Me!’ Prakesh said. ‘I’m the handsome, smart boyfriend. Not that old man. Help! Save me, girlfriend!’


Prakesh darted behind me as de Souza pretended to box him and Wong laughed.


‘We’re colleagues,’ I said.


‘Yes. We’re all colleagues.’ Corporal Wong, the most recent addition to the Detective Shack, grinned with pleasure at being included.


‘Wonderful! Then I must take a colleague photo. All four of you together,’ the man said.


‘He wants to know which of us you like best,’ Prakesh said. ‘He’s going to cut us two out of the picture and keep the photo of you! He’ll send it back to Japan and tell them you’re his Singapore wife!’


‘No, sir! No, I never do any such thing, sir!’ The photographer was so alarmed that both sergeants were laughing at him.


‘We don’t have money to pay for a photograph,’ I said.


‘Never mind money now. I have to finish this roll of film before I go and develop. When I bring back photo to show you, you decide whether you want. If you want you pay, okay? You all four are working here?’


We posed for that photograph.


We’d never seen that man again. I’d assumed the photo hadn’t turned out. Or that he’d decided we didn’t look as though we could pay.


Anyway, I hadn’t thought anything of it. Now that day seemed a lifetime away. Back then, people thought Chief Inspector Le Froy crazy for accusing travelling Japanese photographers of being spies. He’d since been proved right, but I doubt that was much comfort to him in the Changi PoW camp.


I’d steeled my mind not to think of him and the old days, but the photograph had caught me by surprise and yanked me back. Suddenly I missed him and my old life so much. I hadn’t seen or heard from Le Froy since the one visit I’d been granted as a reward for saving Colonel Fujiwara’s life. I could only assume he was still alive because I hadn’t heard he was dead.


‘Scared, huh?’ Mimi had misread my expression. ‘You know, these days evidence that you were working for the British police can get you into big trouble.’


‘What do you want?’


‘This is the only one I found. But there may be more.’


Was she trying to warn me or to blackmail me? I pushed away all thoughts of Le Froy and the past. I needed to focus on not grabbing the stone pestle on the counter and hitting her on the head with it.


She laughed and ate a spoonful of kaya from the jar on the table, licking the spoon, then sticking it back into the jar. ‘You think you can suck up to the Japanese like you sucked up to the British, eh? By being good? Hah! You make me sick. You never have any fun. You’re so boring, you don’t even know what fun is!’


I turned down the heat under the soup pot.


‘You think you got a good thing going here? You don’t know what good is! Do you know there’s Western-style fine dining in the Raffles Hotel? The Japanese took over British supplies and now you can eat noodles with canned ox tongue and Worcestershire sauce, sushi with Colman’s mustard, and drink bottles of Hennessy and Johnnie Walker! How does that compare to your lousy food here?’


‘Very nice,’ I said. My eyes went back to the photograph. We were so young and blissfully unaware of all that was coming towards us.


‘But look here, girl, I can help you. I can try to find the negative for you. Do you know what a negative is? If you have the negative you can print as many photos as you want. But if you want me to find the negative it will cost you extra.’


Ah. Blackmail, then. ‘I’m not going to pay you for this,’ I said.


‘You pay Ryu Takahashi to take photos for that weekly paper, right?’ Mimi grabbed for the photo. She had to tug it out of my hand because my fingers didn’t want to let it go. ‘Get the money from there. If you want this picture you must pay me. Real money, not banana money. Or else.’


Banana money was Japanese-issued currency. Food shortages had led to gigantic price inflation. The Japanese had tackled this by printing more and more banknotes as their value dropped further and further. My grandmother, who ran the black market in her district, also refused to deal with Japanese banana money, saying, ‘Burn it to boil water. Better than trying to buy charcoal with it.’ It was strange to think of my grandmother having anything in common with Mimi Hoshi.


‘Or else what?’


‘You know what. I don’t want to get you into trouble. We are family, after all. Even if your slut mother robbed me of my rightful husband. But if you refuse to help me, I will have to find somebody who will. I’m only thinking of you. Do you think they’ll let you stay on here if they know you used to work for the British police? Think about it. And one more thing. I want to see Joben Kobata. Privately.’


I could hear the murmur of voices from the main house. Joben Kobata would still be greeting guests with Colonel Fujiwara, the dutiful son-in-law.


‘He’s busy,’ I said, ‘He’s going to be busy for the rest of the night. How did you get in here?’ A sudden thought struck me. ‘Did Ryu Takahashi bring you? Is he inside with them? Did you get this from him?’


I didn’t like Ryu Takahashi, but he was a good friend of Joben’s and had been supposed to come earlier in the day to take casual pictures of the New Year visits before the official photographs the next day. He hadn’t appeared.


‘I’m here as a guest,’ Mimi said. ‘Where is Joben Kobata’s room? I’ll wait for him there. If you get me in I might let you have this photograph for free …’


I looked at her more closely. Mimi was dressed more like a baishun-pu, or prostitute, than a guest, wearing lipstick, stockings and a party dress that might have been the height of fashion before the war. But her hair was messy, her dress was damp and her shoes were worn and muddy. She looked like she’d travelled in a lorry or jeep, a vehicle that let in all the monsoon winds and rain. I guessed one of the men in Major Dewa’s entourage planned to party with her after the formal meeting. Mimi must have got bored of waiting in the transport when things dragged on.


I felt a mean pleasure, thinking of how uncomfortable those fancy wet shoes must feel. Should I offer her something to dry her feet with? No.


‘You’d better leave before anybody sees you. You could be arrested for being here without a permit.’ Or shot. I remembered Major Dewa’s poor aide.


‘I was only giving you a chance,’ Mimi said. She lifted her dress again, without embarrassment, and returned the photograph to its hiding place. ‘I don’t need you. I’ve got men who will do anything I want.’


That might have been true once. But Mimi was getting older as soldier boys got younger. And, unlike British royalty, powerful Japanese officials liked their women young and fertile.


‘Who is this woman? What is she doing here?’ Ima was back.


‘This is Mimi. Her sister is married to my uncle.’ I bowed low to Ima. Usually we were more informal in the kitchen, but I wanted Mimi to see that Ima wasn’t someone to be messed around with.


Ima acknowledged Mimi with a curt nod, which was good of her. She would probably tell me off later for allowing a family member to visit without warning.


For a moment, Mimi looked frightened. But once she’d registered Ima’s appearance her sneer returned. ‘I didn’t come to see Su Lin. You’re Joben Kobata’s wife, right? Tell Joben I have something from Ryu Takahashi for him. Tell him if he doesn’t see me, I will show it to you.’
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