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Mayfield


My Zulu, Myself


Caroline’s War: Vale Valhalla


None But The Brave


For Freedom


The Great Deception


The Soldier’s Choice (e-short)


Meant to Be (e-short)




To my father, Alan Chambers.


Soldier and philosopher.


British Expeditionary Force: No 63645


Australian Imperial Force: No QX24155


In World War One and World War Two he fought, for freedom.




My thanks to many people but in particular to:
My most gifted brother, John H Chambers, who reads all that I write and cares deeply about it.


And to my husband, Reg Grundy, a Renaissance man, who knows and understands all my characters intimately and remains my love, my inspiration and my refuge.




Author’s notes


The servicemen of the Australian Imperial Forces were all volunteers.


When I was growing up in Australia, the battles in the Owen Stanley Ranges in New Guinea were always referred to as having taken place on the ‘Kokoda Trail’. There were no exceptions. Returned servicemen who fought there use this term. In recent years I have noticed a penchant by certain Australian historians to refer to it as the ‘Kokoda Track’. I disagree with this trend and have used ‘Kokoda Trail’ throughout my book.


For the sake of my story I have made two minor adjustments:


The brave men of the Coast Watchers were in position in Southern New Britain in 1942. I have placed them further north.


In October 1942, the USS Pompano (SS-181) was in the Eastern Pacific and I have used her in the South-West Pacific area.
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Chapter One


Hong Kong, Monday 1 December 1941


‘The streets are more crowded by the day.’


John Drayton Whitby manipulated his car past two bicycles ridden by men in pith helmets and on through a mass of bodies, many black-clothed elderly carrying baskets. They scurried to right and left in front of his vehicle to pour on beneath the coloured signs painted in bright Chinese characters hanging from building to building.


The Austin lurched to the left as he dragged sharply on the wheel to miss the grey cat that squealed and bounded away past an oncoming tram and a host of rickshaws. At his side his wife thudded into his shoulder and he laughed. ‘Well, I didn’t hit it.’


‘Luckily. Though you nearly took a rickshaw with you.’


John Drayton disregarded the reproof as Lexine adjusted her body-hugging robe of beige silk which fell in swathes about her. ‘Dr Campbell at the hospital said there are over a hundred thousand refugees from China sleeping in the streets now.’


‘Really?’


‘Well, he says so. There are certainly hundreds of them in the hospital waiting room every day.’


Her husband’s voice was sombre. ‘Doesn’t that tell you something, Lexi? The Japanese are in China, just across the water; a few miles in a straight line. You know how they dealt with the Koreans and the Manchurians and the Chinese – the atrocities. Why oh why won’t you listen to me and leave with your Aunt Della next Sunday?’


‘Johnny, dear, we’ve had this conversation before. I am going. I’ll leave after Christmas. That’s only a few weeks away, after all.’


John Drayton cleared his throat as he turned through the two pillars bearing the name ‘Hydrangea’ in slender gold lettering. He replied as they entered the avenue of laburnums leading up to the white citadel which was Lexi’s grandparents’ home. ‘All right, Lexi, but the war in Europe and Africa extends all the time. And there are those of us at the Fort who think the Japs won’t wait much longer to move. And the fact that I’ve been transferred with the liaison team to Singapore makes me worry about you more. How do you think I feel about leaving you here? Can’t you understand we’re on borrowed time here in Hong Kong?’


‘And can’t you forget the war for a few hours?’ Lexi sighed. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Look, I’m not going to be cross with you. This is such a wonderful occasion. We mustn’t have a fight on Grandpa’s ninetieth birthday. You know how important it is.’


John Drayton gave a long-suffering sigh as his wife’s door was opened and she stepped out of the car. She could see her grandparents standing on the veranda greeting their guests and she spoke quietly as she took her husband’s arm. ‘Now, dearest, please be good and enjoy the party.’


Lexi dropped his arm and hurried up the path and John Drayton watched her run to her grandfather. For Lexi, coming to Hydrangea was always coming home; she had lived with her grandparents for many of her formative years after her father had drowned.


The night was blanketing the residents of Hong Kong as Brillard Hayes held his granddaughter close in his embrace. His sight was fading and he used an ebony cane during all his waking hours, but his spirit was still that of the boy who had joined the army to see the world seventy-odd years before. As the hard metal of his medals pressed into Lexi through her diaphanous gown he spoke. ‘Sweetheart, even with these tired old eyes I know you look exquisite.’


‘Thanks, Pa. Happy birthday.’


Colonel Sir Brillard Hayes was legend in Hong Kong’s military circles. His personal wealth, which was not inadequate, had been made in the paper trade after his retirement from the army. He was often heard to say, ‘The first half of my life I devoted to Queen Victoria’s military; the second half to myself.’


He was a prepossessing figure even in great age: his straight back had succumbed only slightly to gravity, bequeathing a gentle rounding to his shoulders. A ruddy glow sat on the cheeks of his large sun-darkened face and his goatee beard appeared like combed white silken threads upon his chin. He smiled indulgently at Lexi as John Drayton stepped up and took his hand. ‘Good evening, sir.’


‘Evening, son.’


Lexi turned from him to her grandmother. ‘You look lovely, Grandma.’


‘Thank you, dear.’ Helvetia Hayes’s powdered face dissolved into a thin smile above the high Chinese collar on her lavender brocade gown. Matching shoes peeped out beneath the skirt which fell to the floor. She was twelve years her husband’s junior, mistress of one of Hong Kong’s most beautiful houses, and had been at the centre of island society for forty years.


Helvetia gave Lexi a quick hug. ‘Everybody’s here, you’re the last.’ This was an admonishment and Lexi replied, ‘Sorry, Grandma. We nearly killed a cat trying to be on time,’ as she moved on to greet her two uncles: Jasper Hayes and Peter Seaforth.


And now Helvetia turned to John Drayton. Upon him her gaze melted and something akin to genuine pleasure parted her lips. ‘Good evening, dear,’ she said as she embraced him.


‘Hello, darling,’ John Drayton replied, kissing her thin cheek.


Helvetia patted his arm. ‘You look so handsome in your uniform.’ She had always doted on her Australian grandson-in-law and she drew him towards her as Lexi kissed her uncle Jasper – Helvetia and Brillard’s only son, a man of fifty-five, quiet and introverted, who seemed to do nothing except sit in the Brillard offices in Kowloon and on Saturdays play polo. He rarely came to family gatherings and was not close to his relatives.


‘I’m pleased you came, Uncle Jasper.’


His mouth stretched in a smile. ‘It is my father’s ninetieth birthday, Lexine.’


Behind them Helvetia clutched John Drayton and spoke confidentially to him. ‘Now, dear, have you convinced Lexi not to delay in leaving Hong Kong?’


John Drayton shook his head. ‘I’m trying. But she’s got a mind of her own, your granddaughter.’


‘Brillard’s going to talk to her but he wants to speak to you first.’


‘Right.’ John Drayton moved over to his wife and took her arm, and as they passed along the side of the house, Lexi breathed in the beauty of Hydrangea’s grounds: Chinese hanging lanterns decorated with dragons and flowers threw swathes of yellow and rose across the garden. Huge golden Oriental vases overburdened with white orchids and ferns graced pathways and marble tabletops, and tall firebrands planted two by two along the edge of an ornamental pond gently illuminated the huge goldfish swimming beneath the flickering surface. Yes, it was sumptuous, but subdued in comparison to the parties before the European war; every social function these days was scaled down. Instead of the two hundred and fifty guests that a gathering such as this would have seen prior to 1939, there were perhaps sixty and most of them were men in uniform, the majority of the women and children having been repatriated to Australia and New Zealand. The very few females who remained were either in essential services like Lexi or had simply known the right people to avoid the repatriation, like her grandmother.


They passed down a stone walkway covered in dormant allamanda vines and halted to talk to the Chief Justice, Sir Atholl MacGregor, known to many as Sir Alcohol. Kathleen Leigh, Lexi’s friend from childhood, joined them. Her glass was almost empty; Sir Atholl’s was always empty and he brandished it in the air as he blinked his bloodshot eyes. ‘Time for another drink. What’s it to be?’


Lexi nodded. ‘Yes please, gin and tonic.’


John Drayton looked round for a servant, but as there were none in sight he offered to get the drinks and Kathleen finished her whisky and handed him her glass. ‘Another weak one, please,’ she said with a warm smile, her oval eyes reflecting the dancing lights like the ocean does the moon.


‘I’ll come with you,’ announced the Chief Justice and the two men strode off to the bar, a long trestle table covered in white linen behind which hovered a dozen Chinese waiters while above their heads the wide leafless branches of a jacaranda tree contorted in octopus manner.


Kathleen lit a cigarette as she turned to Lexi. ‘You look lovely, Lex.’


‘You too.’ Lexi stepped nearer her friend. ‘How’s your mother?’


Kathleen shrugged and a line of worry settled on her brow. ‘The same. She seems to fade more each day.’


Lexi was sympathetic. ‘Ah darling, I’m so sorry.’


The two women spoke with the intimacy of a friendship since babyhood and Kathleen lifted her dainty fingers and stroked Lexi’s arm. ‘So when are your aunt and uncle sailing for Australia?’


‘On Sunday. Like me, Aunt Della didn’t want to miss Pa’s birthday. Otherwise they probably would have gone weeks ago.’


‘I suppose your mother will be delighted to have you all in Queensland.’


‘No doubt, but Kath, you know my mother, always talking delightful nonsense, playing bridge and drinking gin and interested in nothing beyond who’s sleeping with whom and what the latest fashions are. I’m not actually looking forward to that.’


‘Oh go on, you’ll be all right. Her husband loves you like a daughter. I think she’s sensible to enjoy herself, and anyway your Aunt Della will be there, they can entertain each other.’


Lexi nodded. ‘True. I love them dearly, but they’re just like Grandma, who taught them to be lotus-eaters in the first place.’


Kathleen was amused. ‘Now that’s a tad cruel. Just because your grandmother was shocked when you became a doctor and actually worked! You forget that most European women here are surrounded by servants and cocooned in lavishness. I don’t think they have much option but to succumb to a life of parties and gossip.’


‘Very tolerant of you, Kathy.’


‘That’s the Chinese in me.’


They both laughed at that, and as they did so a hand touched Lexi’s back and she turned to find her aunt eyeing her. A dozen rubies twinkled brilliantly at her throat, complementing the scarlet on her mouth; and while the red and white spotted dress pulled here and there, valiantly attempting to cover the corpulence of her midriff, she still made an attractive picture of middle age.


Lexi hugged her relative. ‘Oh Aunt Della, I do hope you didn’t hear what I said.’


Della Seaforth kissed her niece and spoke with a forbearing tone. ‘I’m glad I didn’t.’ She bent in and brushed Kathleen’s cheek with her lips. ‘How’s your mother?’


‘The same.’


‘Tell her I’ll come over tomorrow.’ She grasped Kathleen’s forearm affectionately and as she looked past the Eurasian girl she let out a little squeak. ‘Oh, there’s Chris! You must both meet him. Lovely fellow.’ She flashed her vermilion fingernails over a vase of orchids as she rattled on. ‘Met him at the yacht club yesterday. He’s American and alone in Hong Kong so I invited him. I knew Daddy wouldn’t mind.’ She herded the two young women towards a man with his back to them, her crimson sandals clicking with importance on the path as she called, ‘Chris, Chris?’


The man turned from his companions. ‘Yes, Mrs Seaforth?’ His face was lit by one of the golden lanterns, and his waving brown hair gleamed as he brought his body round.


Lexi halted; an involuntary sound began and stopped dead in her throat.


Della took the man’s arm and drew him forward and in that second he saw Lexi. Just for a heartbeat, surprise registered in his eyes but he instantly covered it with a smile.


‘Chris Webster, this is my niece Dr Lexine Whitby, though for some odd reason she still uses her maiden name, Robinson, at the hospital.’


Kathleen glanced at Lexine, who said nothing, so she answered for her. ‘It’s easier; that’s how they knew her before she was married. It saves confusion.’ She put out her hand to the American. ‘And I’m her friend, Kathleen Leigh. I nurse with Dr Robinson. Have we met before?’


The American grinned. ‘I’m sure I would remember if we had.’


Della pressed on. ‘As I said, my dears, Chris is American – has been surveying all over the East. He’s in Hong Kong now at the behest of one of the banks.’ She took a breath and warbled on. ‘Lexi’s married but Kathleen isn’t.’ She hesitated and looked around. ‘By the way, Lexi, where is your husband?’


As Della said husband Chris Webster’s gaze lit upon Lexi, but she glanced quickly away, answering abruptly, ‘He’s gone to get us a drink.’


Lexi felt as if her mind were adrift from her head. She hardly heard what was said, and even though she could see Johnny returning, glasses in hand towards them, she remained motionless.


As her husband approached past the small group of musicians, and Della and Kathleen continued their small talk with the stranger, Lexine remained silent. And when John Drayton arrived, his gaze travelled past his wife and a wide grin of recognition turned up the corners of his mouth. ‘Good heavens! Fancy seeing you here.’


This amazed Lexi, and she turned in time to see another expression of fleeting surprise on the newcomer’s face before he immediately stepped forward, offering his hand. ‘Johnny, how are you?’ and he added swiftly as if reminding John Drayton of his name, ‘Chris Webster.’


John Drayton met his eyes. ‘Yes … Chris, how are you these days?’


‘Fine. Good to see you again.’


They shook hands as Della gazed from one to the other. ‘How on earth do you two know one another?’


John Drayton let the American answer.


‘We met once in Malaya when I was surveying there for a tin mine.’


Della squeezed Johnny’s arm. ‘Malaya? Now, darling, what were you doing in Malaya?’


‘Same as now: liaison officer. It was late thirty-nine, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ the American confirmed.


Lexi was trying to control the swinging emotions bombarding her. Her mind twisted back to Madura Island and Henaro’s bar with the murmur of the sea kneading the beach and the weird thrilling ride through the ebony night with the wind in her hair and her arms tightly about him.


She thanked God for the coloured lanterns, for she knew she must be pale. ‘Excuse me … but I must go to the powder room.’ She whirled around and left, even as Kathleen called, ‘Do you want me to come with you?’


‘No.’ Lexi threw the word over her bare shoulder as she hurried away.


She was aware of somebody greeting her but she did not stop, and as she came up the stone path to the long side veranda Captain Quentin Marks in company with George Wright-Nooth of the police force accosted her. ‘Now, now, Lexine, don’t just race by. We want to talk to the loveliest woman here.’ Quentin blocked the path.


She pushed by. ‘Sorry, gentlemen, must go.’


‘Promise you’ll come back?’


She gave no reply and ran up the four wide steps to the veranda, crossed by the bevy of potted palms and rattan chairs and entered the house where servants passed back and forth carrying trays of food. She ran down the corridor to the room she still called her own. Entering it, she closed the door behind her and looked for a key to lock it but there was none. Automatically dropping her silver beaded purse on the bed she moved to the dressing table and sat down resting her head in her hands. The room was dark, only the ambient glow from the garden lanterns illuminating the oversized furniture and the flower-patterned rugs upon the wooden floor.


‘Oh God,’ she whispered. ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God.’


She remained still for a long time until, with a sigh, she stood. She had no idea what to do.


Chris Webster … Her aunt had called him that.


He was out there in the garden with her husband. They knew each other! Obviously liked each other. She felt ill.


He was just the same, his expression the same, his face and hair the same, even the way he lifted his hand towards her was the same. Everything about him she remembered. Everything about him played on her mind night and day … every day.




Chapter Two


Two years before. Early December 1939: Eastern Madura (Madoera) Island, off the coast of Java, Dutch-controlled East Indies.


Lexi hesitated at the open door. A flurry from the humid breeze flowing along the veranda made a brief spirited attempt at lifting her red pleated skirt as she looked into the gloom of the interior and then entered the hallway, only to halt again in front of the long, once gilt-framed mirror. The glass was dull and tired from years of heat and humidity; a crack running from top to bottom broke her moody reflection in two. She gazed at herself, narrowing her eyes, and with a swift movement took a lipstick out of her small brocade purse and wiped a smear of crimson on her mouth, exaggerating the cupid’s bow of her top lip. She appeared satisfied with the result, for she smiled at her image before pushing her hair back behind her right ear and spinning round to hurry along the hall.


A man loomed before her and she collided with him. Her handbag fell to the floor. ‘Oh, sorry.’


He had emerged out of a dark side door and he bent, picked up the purse and stood. She held out her hand for her property but he retained it. He wore civilian clothes, a lightweight jacket over a white shirt open at the neck; this alone was surprising when most of the local Dutch men were in uniform.


They stood looking at each other and an instantaneous wild feeling, immense yet diffused, filled the air. He was neither large nor small, but an energy flowed from him, and as he surveyed her Lexi received the same feeling of potency that might have oozed from one of the large cats: a tiger or a leopard, rippling with power and ever vigilant. She moved slightly away, her hand still outstretched.


Finally, with a consciously disciplined movement of straightening his shoulders, he handed the bag to her; she noticed his long fingers and sun-browned back of his hand.


‘Thank you.’ She moved further away.


‘That’s all right.’


‘Good evening.’ She hurried on by.


He remained watching her. She was aware of his gaze upon her as she passed down the corridor and entered the bar to be greeted by a haze of smoke rising towards the ceiling like steam from a hundred kettles.


Her two friends sat at a round cane table near the open window with a view of the sea and Lexi crossed over and joined them, easing herself into the wicker chair next to Kathleen Leigh. ‘God, it’s hot.’


Kathleen fanned herself with a newspaper. ‘Yes, it is. I feel like I’m melting.’


Mary Barton lit a cigarette and reached for her drink, extending her naked slender arm across the table. ‘You were so long out there, Lexi, we wondered what had become of you.’


‘Well, there is only one lavatory, you know.’ As she spoke, Lexi lifted her gaze and there, through the drifting cigarette smoke, she saw him. He stood in the door opening, leaning on the jamb and looking across the room straight at her. The touch of his gaze was unsettling even at this distance. He nodded. She glanced away.


‘Can we buy you a drink, girls?’ The thick accent came from a round-faced Dutchman who hovered over them wearing the uniform of the local police. Behind him stood another man.


Mary giggled and Kathleen smiled while the speaker took the initiative and sat down in the single empty chair between Mary and Lexi and asked, ‘What will you have?’


‘Until the Real Thing Comes Along’ swelled up from the gramophone behind the bar as Mary glanced at Kathleen and a silent consent passed between them. Mary spoke. ‘A gin and tonic for me, and Kathleen likes whisky. What about you, Lexi?’


Lexi stood. ‘No thanks. I’m on duty at seven in the morning. Second last day and all that. Don’t want to spoil a perfect record. I’ll say good night.’ She kissed Kathleen, picked up her purse, smiled farewell to Mary and disappeared through the smoke. Out in the corridor she glanced again at her image in the broken mirror as she passed. She was half expecting the stranger to be lingering around here somewhere, but the hall was empty and she crossed the threshold of the wide doorway into the hot breeze and the oppressive night. Her footfalls echoed slightly on the veranda and a parrot screeched somewhere in the dark.


She looked around for a ‘son of Lakey’. Lakey was a Malay who ran a rickshaw business. He had four grown-up sons, and one could always be relied upon to be waiting outside Henaro’s beach bar until closing time. But tonight appeared to be the exception.


She walked ten yards in the moonlight, calling, ‘Son of Lakey, are you here?’


There was no reply, and she walked a little further before she paused beneath a palm tree, its fronds rippling in the moist breeze. The moon rode wispy clouds and ‘Lady in Red’ now carried from the gramophone inside Henaro’s, but otherwise all was silent. Towering tropic plants, sombre and mysterious, interlaced their arms along the narrow dirt road before her, and long grass grew knee high at the side of the track which led down to a mangrove swamp and on to a small beach. Lexi fancied she could hear water lapping against the rocks.


‘So you’re leaving.’


She started, but knew who it was before she turned round.


He was leaning on the trunk of the tallest palm that grew beside a shed across from Henaro’s. The collar of his white shirt glimmered in the moonlight.


‘You startled me.’


‘Sorry.’


Lexi again felt the weight of his gaze. She shivered and a part of her mind thought how ridiculous it was when the temperature must be still over eighty degrees.


He left the obscurity of the palm and walked up to her. ‘Where are you going to, lady in red?’


The words of ‘Lady in Red’ were faint but distinctly sailing along on the damp air.


She realised it was true: her skirt was indeed red. ‘I’m going home to the Women’s Club.’


‘Might I enquire where that is?’


She recognised a slight American accent. She answered, ‘Along the waterfront past the pier.’


‘I pass that on my way.’


‘On your way where?’


‘To my lodgings.’


Lexi said nothing and he added, ‘I’m staying at Maarten’s.’


It was what passed for a hotel on this out-of-the-way isle.


She could make out his eyes. ‘Who are you?’


There was a pause before he answered. ‘Call me Trap.’


‘Trap?’


‘Yes, my friends call me Trap.’


‘Is it a nickname?’


He hesitated. ‘Sort of. And what’re you called?’


‘Lexi.’


‘Lexi who?’


‘Lexi Robinson.’


‘So, Lexi Robinson, can I give you a lift?’


‘In what?’


‘My vehicle.’ He seemed as enigmatic as the mood of the night.


A sudden gust of hot wind hit them and a monkey screeched on a branch above their heads. It was so loud and unexpected that Lexi let out a cry and unconsciously moved closer to him. And at the same eerie moment the moon went behind a cloud, ‘Lady in Red’ swelled more loudly from the distant bar and a number of dark shapes leapt upon them from the undergrowth.


Lexi’s mouth formed a scream, but it died in her throat as the heel of a man’s hand smashed into the side of her head. She collapsed at the knees and went down, but even as she hit the ground she was aware that her companion sprang forward to meet the attackers.


Feet scuffled near her face as Lexi tried to roll away from them. Loud grunts and groans were followed by a body thudding down upon her back, making her cry out. Someone shouted and a moment later two figures fell into the long grass as she pushed the body from her back and dragged herself away.


She could make out the two forms rising and running into the obscurity of the foliage, and as a boot trod on her hand, she yelped. A man above her slipped and staggered and now, as she sat up, she saw him double up, turn and fall. He hit the ground with a thud.


Silence. The strains of ‘Lady in Red’ had been replaced by ‘All This and Heaven Too’.


The rustling of the trees and the lapping of the water were the same as before.


The body that had fallen upon her now lay an inert black mass beside her. Her heart was pumping and abruptly another dark form loomed towards her as she caught her breath in fear.


‘It’s me. Are you all right?’


It was Trap. She let out a long sigh. ‘Yes, I think so. Who were they?’


He did not reply.


She was shaking. ‘God, I think there were four of them.’


He helped her to her feet. ‘Yes.’ His tone was disinterested and he nudged the nearer prone body with his foot, turned and did the same to the other.


‘Are they dead?’


‘Yes.’


‘You fought them off alone.’


He shrugged.


Her fear still lingered in her voice. ‘I’ve never heard of anyone being attacked on this island before.’


He rubbed his neck and stretched his shoulders, straightening them as he had done in the hallway back at the bar. ‘There’re some people hereabouts who don’t like me, and I’m sorry you got involved.’ He turned away. ‘Wait here.’


Lexi forced herself to be calm as he strode over to the shed near Henaro’s veranda and returned pushing a motorbike and side-car. He halted beside her, stooped down to the closest prone body and hefted it into the side-car.


‘What on earth are you doing?’ She looked down at the corpse and the head dropped back. She could just make out the face. Her voice revealed her surprise. ‘Good Lord, he’s the Japanese barber in the village.’


‘Yes, it appears he worked two jobs.’ He moved to the other body in the gloom and dragged it further off the track into the undergrowth, glancing back to Henaro’s just as two men came out on to the veranda. In a slick movement he threw his leg over the bike and sat. ‘Come on, Doll, get on. We’d better get out of here.’


Adrenalin shot through Lexi’s limbs as she climbed on the vehicle behind him. Her hands slipped around his body and he pulled immediately away through the tunnel of palms and tropic plants into the torpid night.


Lexi’s fingers rested on the windowsill as she watched the moon perched on the apex of the tallest palm outside the window. The rustle of the fronds drifted to her as slowly she sipped the Scotch and water she held. Trap had made one for her, and now she was drinking a second she had mixed herself.


She looked at the clock on the wall. It must be an hour since he had disappeared with the words ‘Wait for me, I really want you to; I’ll be a while, but promise you’ll stay here, understand?’ She had nodded agreement and the look he cast at her from the doorway was different from any other she had ever received.


And now she was asking herself what she was doing here. Waiting for a man she didn’t know; a man who had obviously gone to dispose of the two dead Japanese. He had killed them with his bare hands and fought off two others.


The weird excitement of the bike ride was still with her: streaking through the night with the wind in her hair and her arms holding him. There had been a warm, faint, pleasant scent in her nostrils. Who was this man? He had not taken her to the Women’s Club; instead he had brought her here to his room at Maarten’s. The surprising element was that she had not even protested. It was as if there had been some unspoken plan which she knew she was party to from the moment of meeting him in the corridor at Henaro’s.


Lexi watched the gentle undulation of the sea in the distance beyond the jungle fringe before she finished the last of her Scotch and put down the glass.


Suddenly she stood from the rattan chair and slipped across the bare floorboards. No! She must not stay, this was wrong. Quickly picking up her purse, she moved by a large raffia basket to the door and stretched out her fingers for the handle.


It turned, the door opened and he stood there. In the yellow lamplight she saw his slow smile. ‘You waited.’


She stepped two paces away from him. ‘I shouldn’t have.’


‘But you did.’


He closed the door and a moment passed before she asked, ‘What have you done with the Japanese men?’


‘Best you don’t know.’


She backed away from him, but he advanced slowly towards her until his body touched hers. She looked up at a scar on the side of his chin and somewhere in the haze of her thoughts, wondered about it. His body heat warmed her skin through the light cotton dress.


He lifted his arms and encompassed her.


The lamplight played across his features as Lexi began a feeble protest, the half-uttered words drowning inside his mouth as it closed over hers. Seconds later he drew her over to the bed.


She came out of a dream to be aware of his hand on her naked stomach, and as she moved it slipped down between her legs and he rose over her again. His lips caressed the side of her neck and he whispered in her hair, ‘I’ve never wanted anything in my life like I want you.’


Lexi turned her head and in reply murmured tender words against the wetness of his mouth.


His voice was hoarse with emotion. ‘I’ll have to leave this island soon. I’ll explain it all to you tomorrow, there’s a lot to tell you, but the way I feel about you won’t alter.’ He drew his finger tenderly down her cheek to the edge of her mouth. ‘I’ve only known you a few hours, Lexi Robinson, but I want you to be my wife. I never want to lose you.’


Lexi closed her eyes. ‘Hush,’ she whispered. ‘Just love me now.’


The horizon line shimmered with the kindling day as the earth maintained its relentless eastward odyssey, and in the bloom of stirring dawn settling on the window near her, Lexi opened her eyes. He was not beside her. She sat up, wide awake immediately. Water was running. He was in the next room bathing.


She slipped from the bed, bent silently and gathered up her shoes and clothes and hardly breathing, turned and tiptoed to the door. It was ajar and she stole into the second room, dressed in haste, not doing up the buttons of her bodice for the sake of speed, picked up her purse, moved with stealth over the floorboards to the front door, opened it and eased herself out into the hesitant light. All was still, there was no breeze and the only sound was the distant sadness of the rolling sea.


Passing quickly over the veranda, she avoided the path to the front office, and as she moved by the tall palms, straying cattle and rubber plants guarding the back of Maarten’s Inn, she halted and glanced back.


The significance of what she had done engulfed her. He was there, fifty yards back, inside the low wooden building surrounded by the coconut palms. She could return now and stay with him … always.


The quandary she felt brought stinging tears to her eyes and she hesitated as she wiped them away and murmured, ‘No.’


Her vision clouded and new tears welled in her eyes, forcing her to stumble. She righted herself and swiftly put on her shoes, and with a long, deep breath, ran out into the road.




Chapter Three


Lexi stood poised somewhere between reality and illusion in the surreal atmosphere of the bedroom, the melancholy shadows falling about her in counterpoint to the memories in her mind.


He had been Trap and now he was Chris Webster! And he was here, right here in Hong Kong.


A tear slid down her cheek in remembrance of the night she had shared with him; the memory of it lying in wait in her mind, ready for recall at any second of the night or day. She relived that night so often, she felt as if the life blood of him had seeped through her skin right into her mind.


She walked to the stand near the window, where she poured water from the porcelain jug into the dish and taking up the towel at its side, wet it and dabbed her cheeks and forehead. Straightening her gown, she bent in the gloom to the mirror and refreshed her lipstick. She gazed at herself. ‘Come on, Lexi, buck up!’ Slowly she moved to the door, and out in the hall, Kathleen was coming towards her.


‘Darling?’ There was concern in her friend’s lovely slanting eyes. ‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, I felt faint.’


‘You rushed away as if the garden were on fire. I was worried.’


‘There was no need to be, though I still feel wretched actually. I don’t know what it is. I think I’d like to go home.’


Kathleen showed her amazement. ‘What? On your grandfather’s birthday?’ And now she looked more closely at Lexi. ‘Come on, what’s wrong? Tell me.’


‘I don’t know.’


Uncertainty showed in Kathleen’s face. ‘Are you sure? I’ve never seen you like this before.’


Lexi shook her head.


‘Oh heaven, you’re not pregnant, are you?’


‘Good lord, no.’


‘But surely you don’t want to leave?’


Lexi took a deep breath. ‘I suppose I’ll be all right.’


‘Come on then, let’s go back to the veranda. You can sit down out there – at least there’s a tiny breeze now – and I’ll go and let John D know you’re all right.’ She took her friend’s arm and steered her back down the hall, but Lexi halted.


‘No, Kathy. I’d rather not. I don’t want to be caught up with people yet. I still feel odd. Look, I’ll go to the rotunda for a while.’


The rotunda was on the far side of the house, away from the garden and the party. Being winter it was bare, but in the solid heat of summer it was wrapped in passion flowers and crisp pink orchids. It was the haven where her grandfather had liked to read the South China Morning Post years ago when he had good eyesight, and where he still sat for hours every day.


The two women made their way through the house, and when Kathleen had installed Lexi in amongst soft rosebud cushions and placed a glass of water in her hand and given her an aspirin tablet, she felt her friend’s forehead. ‘You don’t seem to have a temperature. I’ll tell John D where you are. Will you be all right for a few minutes?’


Lexi pursed her lips. ‘Yes, of course. Good lord, girl, I am a doctor.’


‘And I’m a nurse and you’ve got me worried.’ Kathleen patted Lexi’s hand and turned away as Lexi sat back and closed her eyes. She could hear the music of the dance band playing near the swimming pool, and it soothed her.


As Kathleen hurried back to John Drayton, she saw him deep in conversation with Chris Webster. They stood together under the jacaranda tree near the bar, both drinking beer, Chris’s back resting up against the trunk and his companion’s feet planted in grass beneath the outstretched boughs.


A curious look flashed over the American’s face, modifying the resident indifference there, as he took a swig of the sweet local beer. He had not expected to see Captain John Drayton Whitby, and it would have been a very pleasant surprise except for the twist of fate that had him married to the Doll. Now that had shocked him, and shock was not an intimate of his. Seeing her again had been bad enough, but realising that she was married to Johnny had knocked him out. But hell, that was life: you messed with everybody, even people you liked … and you didn’t even know you were doing it.


He felt certain the only ones who were aware of anything were himself and the Doll and he had not been surprised when she rushed away. Sure, it had disturbed him seeing her again, he could not deny it. But he wished her to hell all the same.


Johnny had collared him immediately Kathleen and Della Seaforth had left them, and now here they were reminiscing when what he really wanted to do was get out of here. Johnny was obviously so pleased to see him and was still talking about the time they had spent together in Kuala Lumpur. John Drayton’s finger wagged in the air. ‘And what about the night in the Nyonya family’s hut in that kampong on the Ampang Road? Best nasi goreng I ever had. I can still see the luminous face of the man in the moon peering down at us through those blasted glutinous rain clouds. We were soaked just after we left the kampong for the barracks, weren’t we?’


‘Yes, we were, but it was a swell night.’


‘I reckon. You know I went off to that special training course I told you about. Three months in Borneo it was, with some blokes from England. And I raised a commando unit in Malaya this year. Had a bright lieutenant called Wade organising another. They’re probably not far from Kuala Lumpur right now, as a matter of fact.’ He smiled. ‘But I wasn’t reckoning on seeing you again.’ John Drayon’s voice dropped and his tone became confidential. ‘You had a different name then.’


Hank Trapperton nodded. The only one here who even knew his nickname of Trap was the Doll. He raised an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, that’s right, I guess I did.’


‘We all reckoned we knew what you were, you know. Spending three months in Tokyo passing yourself off as an Argentinian businessman.’


‘Oh you did, huh?’


‘Sure. I don’t know how much notice the brass took of the intelligence you passed on to us, but it woke me up. I’ve been expecting the Japs to attack us ever since.’


Trap was looking at Johnny and feeling strangely guilty. It sat oddly with him. Why did he have to like Johnny so damn much? How in Hades could he be married to her?


John Drayton went barrelling on. ‘You know, I recall telling you in KL that I was going to marry Lexi.’ He grinned. ‘Hey? What do you think of her?’


What do I think of her? Shit, what a question. Trap took a deep breath. ‘She seems great … swell. When you told me about her you never mentioned her name.’


‘Didn’t I? Her real name’s Lexine, it’s from the old Greek, but she prefers Lexi. You know we decided to marry war or no war; why not have a little happiness?’


‘Right. Sure.’


‘I’ve been trying to get her out of here. You know how vulnerable this place is, damned vulnerable. The repatriation of women and children was virtually over eighteen months ago, except for those who pulled strings and got permission to stay like Lexi’s grandmother. And of course there are still some in the essential services, like Lexi.’


‘I noticed a lot of your military and officials don’t exactly seem to mind. The married ones appear to be having a whale of a time with their old ladies away in Australia. Place I was in last night over in the Western District was full of them, most with Chinese girls on their arms.’


John Drayton knew this: the name they gave these local girls was ‘adoped daughters’.


‘Anyway,’ his companion continued, ‘you reckon you know my line of business – well the way I see it, it seems the Japs think that Hitler’s got the British where he wants them, and that means they won’t delay much longer. So do exactly what you just said. Get your wife and anyone else you love out of Hong Kong. Jap spies and informers are all over this place. Their consulate over-looks the naval dockyard, for Christ’s sake! They know all there is to know about the defences of Hong Kong. Take it from me, they want all of South-East Asia and more. There’ll be no declaration of war. They’ll play dirty and simply attack … soon.’


John Drayton agreed. It made for a sombre future. ‘How soon?’


Trap drew his finger across his throat for emphasis. ‘Well, Johnny, I’ll answer that by saying, once I’ve attended to a few things I won’t be hanging around here.’


‘Right. Exactly what I think. I’m going anyway, I’ve orders to fly out with the liaison unit to Singapore, so I really must get Lexi out of here with her aunt when she sails on Sunday.’


A flicker of interest appeared in the American’s eyes. ‘Sails for where? Australia?’


‘Yes. Lexi’s mother lives in Queensland, married to a man who owns coal mines.’


‘Nice.’


‘Very.’


‘Where exactly?’


‘Ipswich. A town in Queensland.’


‘I know it. Twenty or so miles from Brisbane.’


‘That’s right. Gosh, you get around.’


‘I was there once taking a look at things.’


John Drayton raised an eyebrow. ‘Whatever that means.’


‘I go lots of places. The Australian communists were very active against the war effort at that time. I was fact-finding.’


At that moment General Charles Maltby, commanding officer of the British forces in Hong Kong, came walking by with his aide and the newly arrived Canadian, Brigadier John Lawson. John Drayton saluted and the generals replied in kind.


Trap watched as Maltby moved out of earshot. ‘Lot of big brass here tonight.’


‘Indeed. Lexi’s grandfather knows them all. Actually he’s a fascinating old bloke. Began his military career at nineteen, and at twenty-two he was with General “Chinese” Gordon in Equatoria while he mapped the Upper Nile River and established a line of communication stations.’


‘You don’t say?’


‘Fought in the Zulu war in eighteen seventy-nine too.’


This was certainly an impressive past and Trap turned to glance across at Sir Brillard, who sat with Sek Yau Yu, the film director and actor, as John Drayton took his arm. ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you.’


‘Well, actually, Mrs Seaforth did that on the way in.’


‘So now you’ll get to have a yarn with him.’


They finished their beers and crossed over to their host and as they approached, his Chinese companion stood and moved away. Sir Brillard smiled up at his granddaughter’s husband. He liked John Drayton: he was steady and reliable and was a fine amateur war historian. Sir Brillard enjoyed challenging the younger man on the dates and facts of various battles.


‘Sir … I know you met my friend earlier, Chris Webster.’


The elderly man rose.


‘No need to get up, sir.’


Sir Brillard’s colourless eyes sparked. ‘Why not? I can get up to speak to you, don’t worry about that. My legs haven’t gone on me yet. Might have failing eyesight, young fella, but the blasted legs are as good as ever.’ He held out his hand and the visitor took it.


‘Well, I’m glad to hear that.’


‘Me too as they’re my legs. I’m ninety today and I’m going to dance later, show you young chaps just how good they really are.’ He stepped closer to Trap. ‘So, Mr Chris Webster, you sound like an American.’


‘I am.’


‘Where from?’


‘Virginia, sir.’


‘Ah, one of the original thirteen colonies. Good place to be born. And what do you do?’


The American met John Drayton’s eyes over the knight’s shoulder. ‘I’m a surveyor, sir.’


‘Surveyor, eh? Well I did a bit of that in Equatoria a lifetime ago. Bit dull, eh? Not a lot going on in surveying.’


His guest grinned. ‘Actually I like my work, Sir Brillard. Sometimes it’s very exciting.’


The elderly man was taken aback. He shook his head. ‘Is that so? Surveying, exciting? Well, it must have changed a mighty lot since my time, young fella, that’s all I can say.’


Trap’s expression of mirth remained. ‘I believe you fought the Zulus, sir.’


‘Yes. Now there was a warrior race for you. Could run thirty miles and fight a battle afterwards. They’d be a match for the blasted Nazis. I accompanied Chief Cetowayo to London, you know.’


The American shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t know, there seems no end to the fascinating things you’ve done.’ He could see across the lawn to the dance floor where the Eurasian woman was advancing towards them. ‘When was that, sir?’


‘Early eighties. Met my darling Helvetia there. Married her two months later and we’ve lived happily ever after.’


Kathleen arrived beside them. ‘I found Lexi. She’s not well and I’ve given her an aspirin. She’s resting in the rotunda. I think you should go and see her, John D.’ Kathleen often used this shortened form of his name.


‘Of course I shall.’ He turned to Sir Brillard. ‘Excuse me, sir, I’d better see what’s wrong.’


The knight’s concern was evident. ‘What seems to be the matter with her?’


Kathleen replied as John Drayton absently handed his beer glass to her. ‘I’m not sure, Sir Brillard. She’s just a little off colour.’ She held the glass in both hands and watched Lexi’s husband closely as he departed, following his progress as he strode away.


Sir Brillard grunted. ‘Don’t like sickness of any kind. Have to fight it, you know. Lexi’s not one to fall ill as a rule.’ He eased himself down into a chair. ‘Now off you go, you two; don’t hang around here. A young man and woman should be dancing.’


He waved them off and the American held out his palm to Kathleen. ‘We mustn’t disappoint him.’ She put down the glass and accompanied him to the dance floor, and as they moved into a waltz Trap tilted his head back to look at his partner. ‘How long have you been in love with Johnny?’


Kathleen coloured as she replied, ‘What on earth do you mean?’


‘What I said. It’s unmistakable.’


‘It can’t be.’


‘It is to me.’


‘How ridiculous.’


‘If you say so. But your secret’s safe with me.’


‘Mr Webster, if you continue with this silliness, I’ll leave the dance floor.’


He held her more tightly. ‘Then I’ll talk about something else. Tell me, how long have you known his wife?’


As John Drayton advanced towards his wife seated in the rotunda, he noticed her head was leaning back on a white pillar, and as he came closer, his feet silent on the grass, he noticed she stared into space with a faraway, trance-like expression. He had seen a kindred look many times before on Lexine’s face and it disturbed him.


‘Darling, are you all right?’


She sat upright. ‘Oh … there you are, dear. I’m feeling a little better.’ She realised that if they left the party it would create more than a stir, and she had been thinking that perhaps she could manage to stay and simply keep clear of him for the rest of the night.


John Drayton kissed her. ‘Perhaps you did too much today. Staying at the hospital for all those hours.’


‘Yes, perhaps.’


He kissed her again. ‘Well, we’ll sit here for a minute. I must say it’s a tranquil, nice spot to recover.’


She closed her eyes again. ‘Mmm.’


‘You know, Lexi, it’s just great seeing that Yank again. I couldn’t believe it. He’s the one I’ve told you about, the fellow who passed himself off as an Argentinian in Tokyo. He’s never admitted it, of course, but he’s in the American Secret Service, no doubt about it.’


She did not open her eyes. ‘Yes … yes, I remember.’ It was true, Johnny had spoken often about the American intelligence officer he had met in Malaya. God in heaven! And now she knew exactly who he was.


Just then the rumble of a drum roll swelled around them. It was followed by the loud voice of the new governor, Sir Mark Aitchinson Young. ‘Attention, please. You all know why we’re gathered tonight. It’s to celebrate ninety years of a remarkable life. The life of a man who has been mentor and friend to many of you gathered here tonight as well as patriarch of a wonderful family. He’s one of Hong Kong’s finest men and I’m delighted to be here. We ask you all to move to the tables and take your seats for the dinner in his honour.’


Lexi opened her eyes. ‘Oh Lord. Well, come on, I’ll have to be all right.’ She stood and straightened her dress.


‘You look wonderful.’


She managed a weak smile. ‘Thanks.’


Sir Brillard and Lady Hayes sat side-by-side at the head table with their family and the VIPs arranged around them. After the toasts and speeches – kept short by dictate of Sir Brillard – John Drayton changed places with the hostess and leant into his grandfather-in-law’s ear.


‘Lady Helvetia mentioned you wished to speak to me about Lexine’s leaving Hong Kong.’


‘I do, son. I want to tell you that I’ve taken matters into my own hands and booked passage for her and for Della and the rest of the family. They sail on Sunday on the SS Fortitude. It’s a miracle I got them on. I want your agreement that I’ve done right.’


‘Oh yes, indeed you have, sir. I’ve been trying to convince her now for a damn year. But it’ll come as a surprise to her. How do you propose to get her aboard?’


‘Leave it to me. I’ll see her tomorrow.’ He grinned. ‘If she won’t go by fair means, I’ll use foul.’


‘I feel I’ve failed. I should have been able to persuade her.’


‘Now, son, that’s not so. Getting Lexi to do anything she has no mind to do is arduous.’


The party was all over by a few minutes after ten p.m. Sir Brillard did not enjoy late nights.


Lexi had managed to avoid the American, who was seated at another table, but she was very aware when he left the party half an hour before it ended. He looked towards her as he departed but she turned away.


Later, as she said good night to her aunt and grandparents, Sir Brillard held her at arm’s length, his hands gripping her shoulders. ‘Come and see me tomorrow on your way home from the hospital. We’ll take tea in the rotunda. I’ve something special to talk over with you.’


Lexi and John Drayton drove Kathleen home. She kissed Lexi and stood from the car as the light wind lifted her ebony hair from her shoulders. John Drayton pushed her dancing hair back and kissed her on the cheek and she stood waving while the Austin pulled away, its boot gleaming in the wan light from a single street lamp as it rounded the corner. She sighed and turned to the house she shared with her mother, unlocked the green ornamental gate and slipped through to open her front door.


‘Is that you, darling?’ The voice came from the top of the narrow staircase to the second floor. ‘Come up.’


Kathleen climbed the stairs to the balcony where the limbs of a fiddlewood tree grew in through the latticework of the side wall. She ran her hand across its smooth wood as she passed and the two parakeets that were her mother’s pride and joy called from their cage under a golden drape nearby.


Inside the ornately decorated bedroom, Bess Leigh lay propped up with pillows and covered in a rug. An ink drawing of her childhood home in Queensland – a colonial-style house with wide verandas circumnavigating it – hung incongruously amongst the dragons and gold brocade that decorated the wall. Bess’s face lit up at the sight of her only child and she opened her arms and hugged her daughter; even such minor exertion making her breathless.


‘How … did Sir Brillard enjoy his party?’


‘He was in fine form. Even danced a short waltz.’


‘That’s nice … Did Della dance?’


‘Oh yes, Mama, and she looked lovely. Wore such a pretty dress.’


‘Tell me all about it.’


Bess listened with a quiet smile, though her breathing was laboured, and when Kathleen could see her mother was close to sleep she rose, administered the two heart tablets the woman took nightly and kissed her mother’s forehead.


Kathleen’s gaze rested on the sepia photo in the silver filigreed frame that sat on the cedar table by the bed. It depicted her father standing on the steps of a wooden building beside an elaborately carved veranda post. He had been a Chinese landowner and had met her mother at a mission station in Yunnan province, not far from the city of Kunming where Bess had been one of three Australian volunteers in the Christian mission there. He had died when Kathleen was only a baby. The photo showed a man with clean-shaven face and black eyes, tall for his race. His jet black hair Kathleen had inherited.


Her father’s name had been Lee Tain Sen, and when, after his death, her mother had left China and decided to live in the British colony of Hong Kong, she took the Anglicised spelling of Leigh as her own.


When Kathleen had asked why they had not returned to Australia after her father had died, her mother explained that there was nowhere to go. She had been raised in a tiny place called Stanthorpe, where farms of apple orchards dotted the land and the winter landscape was icy with frost, where the flowers of the valley grew in wild profusion and where her parents had died one Michaelmas Eve. ‘There was a terrible fire and it took them both. After that I left and became a missionary, my darling. There was nothing to draw me back to Australia and I have preferred to stay here in the Orient, where I have good friends and feel closer to your father.’ She would sigh and end with, ‘Yes, Hong Kong has been good to us.’


Kathleen’s slender fingers stroked the silver of the photo frame. ‘Goodnight, Father,’ she whispered, and her mother’s pale eyes followed her to the door.




Chapter Four


The morning sun insinuated its yellow fingers into the corners of the garden to find Lexi seated on a wicker chair, her thoughts a jumble. She had taken breakfast alone after John Drayton had gone to the Fort, and now paper and pen and ink stood on the low stone table at her side; the letter which she had been writing had been interrupted by her reflections many minutes previously.


Last night had revived the memories she had wanted to lie buried for always.


Johnny had woken this morning and caressed her gently, as the dawn in duplication had stroked Kowloon and Hong Kong. He had drawn her to him and kissed her shoulder, the warmth of his tongue kneading her skin, and as his hands cupped her breasts and his mouth found her nipples, she had rolled from him with the words, ‘No, Johnny. I’m sorry, I’m still not feeling right.’


He had lain still and watched her bare back for some seconds before replying. ‘All right, sweetheart, I’m sorry you still feel off colour. I insist you rest today. I won’t allow you to go into the hospital.’


‘Johnny, please. There’s so much to do and we’re short-staffed. But I promise I’ll rest for a few hours and go in a little later.’


He had grudgingly agreed and immediately after breakfast had departed for Fort Stanley.


She had not lied when she said she was still feeling sick. Johnny had talked incessantly about the American last night on the drive home and then again as they readied for bed; he had even suggested they see him again before he left. ‘He’s staying at the Barnacle Club. And Lexi, you can really talk to him. He’s intelligent and well read, went to Brown University and West Point. He’s no slouch. You’ll love him.’ That was the phrase which had really made her stomach turn.


Her eyes were trained on the honeysuckle vine meandering over the stone wall in front of her when abruptly into her vision shot a shoe and a leg, followed by the body that belonged to them. The man jumped to the ground.


She rose to her feet in fright before she saw who it was. ‘You!’


‘Uh-huh, me.’


‘What the devil . . .?’


‘Yes, I suppose you could call me that.’ He crossed to her. ‘It’s taken me a little while to find you.’


Lexi did not speak. She simply watched him.


He eased his body back on to the honeysuckle-covered wall and looked her up and down. ‘You haven’t altered. Still the same face and hair, same mouth, same body. I remember it all, Doll.’


‘What do you want?’


The tone of his voice was like the expression in his eyes, dispassionate and icy, but his answer carried a myriad of emotions. ‘Well, Doll, for a start maybe I’d like to hear just why you left me high and dry. Why you made a sucker out of me. A guy who’d never been fooled before in his goddam life.’ He gave a caustic laugh. ‘Or maybe I wouldn’t like to hear it after all. Two years later I find you all married, neat and snug.’


He paused, and a heavy silence hung between them until he broke it. ‘Or then perhaps you’d like to know – for your quiet contemplations on afternoons sitting here in the comfortable twilight – that when I came back to the bedroom and found you gone that morning, I went to the Women’s Club. There I was informed you were a doctor and that you’d gone to the Javanese hospital on the far side of the island.’ Abruptly his voice oozed sarcasm and he stood upright from where he had been leaning. ‘And listen to this one, it’ll give you a laugh. I rode over to the hospital on what they call a road in that part of the world: a four-hour journey! And you weren’t there. But then you know that. You’d caught the noon clipper to Surabaya. Zippo! Gone!’


His tone returned to neutral; it was passionless again. ‘The good old Dutch superintendent at the hospital was kind enough to inform me you’d departed the island for good. I can see him now pulling on his goatee and saying something had upset you and he’d granted you and a female friend permission to vacate your positions a day prematurely. Now how about that?


‘He was also forthcoming enough to tell me you were returning home to be married … And here’s the best part: the wedding was just a few weeks away.’


He made the words married and wedding sound like curses, and immediately dropped again into the disinterested tone. ‘Oh, he was a nice old guy, obviously had a soft spot for you. He must have guessed what was on my mind because he asked me not to interfere. Said you’d been engaged to a soldier for two years. His exact words were: “Lexi Robinson’s in love. Don’t spoil a lot of lives, son, it wouldn’t be right. Leave her alone.”’


He gave a grating laugh. ‘Now like the sucker I was, I then asked where home for you might be, but he wouldn’t tell me. I asked a lot of people but there was a code of silence on Madura Island. It took a couple of days and all my skill, but I finally persuaded one of the sons of good old Lakey to spit out the truth. He told me you were to be married in Hong Kong.’


He stepped closer and now the coldness in his tone was like a glacier forming. ‘So I took the hint, honey, and left you alone. I went back to what I was supposed to be in Java for, and in any case there were a few pals of the blasted Japs you met who were out looking for me.


‘I never would have come to Hong Kong, but the truth is, in my line of work I have no choice. So I arrive and here you are. And as if that’s not enough, you’re married to a swell guy I happen to know. Jesus, Doll, how do you do it?’


Lexi could not help it; she said it before she could check herself: ‘I’ve thought about you every single day.’


‘Well have you now? So isn’t that just something. Gee whiz. Yippee!’


Lexi’s hand lifted between them, palm towards him. ‘Don’t, this isn’t fair . . .’


‘Fair? What the hell do I care about fair? I was ready to marry you, for Christ’s sake!’


Lexi’s throat felt like it was closing and tears were hiding just out of sight. ‘How could I be sure? It was one night, for heaven’s sake.’


‘Not to me.’ And now the sarcasm was back in his tone. ‘But that is inevitably how it turned out.’


‘I didn’t think I could let Johnny down. I was guilt-ridden. I was brought up to keep my promises. I know it was wrong now.’


‘Wrong? Too right it was goddam wrong. So hurt the Yank … he doesn’t matter.’


‘No, please, it wasn’t like that. I’ve told myself a thousand times I stayed with you that night because I was frightened after the attack on us. But I know that’s not true. I stayed because I wanted to. If I could do it all again … I wouldn’t leave you.’


He showed a brief sign of frustration, slamming his hands together and looking away, and in that second a voice sounded behind them. ‘Ah there you are, Miss Lexi. I been wonderin’ where you are. Been lookin’ around for you.’


Lexi spun round and there was Nintuck coming towards them, her small feet stepping lightly over the grass and held firmly in her bony arms was Lexi’s fifteen-month-old son, Paul.


Lexi hurried over to the Chinese nanny. ‘I’m busy. A friend of Captain Whitby’s arrived suddenly and I’ve been talking to him. Please take Paul inside. I’ll be along soon.’


The nanny’s eyes narrowed. She did not recall anyone coming to the front door, and as she cast an interested glance at the visitor the infant cried, ‘Mama,’ and held out his arms, exposing on the inside of his tiny left wrist a dark birthmark. Lexi kissed him swiftly before gently pushing Nintuck in the direction of the house. ‘Go now.’


The nanny glanced back. ‘You should leave soon for hospital.’


‘I know, I know.’


Nintuck trotted away as Lexi returned across the garden. She was trembling. Mechanically she wrung her hands while Trap stood motionless, his face unreadable as she spoke. ‘I think it’s best you go, but tell me one thing.’


‘What on earth would that be, Doll?’


‘Your real name.’


He paused so long that Lexi thought he had not heard her.


He was thinking. He had already broken that particular rule by telling her his real nickname in Madura on the night when he had adored her body and soul.


He moved a step closer to her; he could smell the aroma of her and it disturbed the hell out of him. ‘I told you the truth in Java … It’s Trap.’


She felt comforted, gratified that he had told her the truth two years ago. ‘Trap who?’


‘Don’t do this, Doll … that’s all I can say.’


‘Please.’


He was torn. He hated her; he loved her. Shit! She was looking at him with those blasted blue eyes like an August sky above the Appalachian Trail. ‘My name’s Hank Trapperton.’ He looked past her and added softly, ‘As I told you once, my friends call me Trap.’


She repeated it. ‘Trap … Hank Trapperton.’


He spoke across her words. ‘I’m leaving now; I’ll go the same way I came. But before I do, it’s my turn to ask something.’


‘Yes?’


‘Don’t ever mention my real name to your husband, because nobody here knows it.’


‘Of course.’


‘He’s a good guy.’


‘Yes, he is.’


He paused a moment. ‘Look, Doll, this is important. Just do like your husband wants you to and leave Hong Kong. With all your British and Canadian troops you total perhaps ten thousand men. Up till now we thought there were about five thousand Japanese on the mainland opposite, but I’ve learnt this morning that there might in fact be ten times as many … It’ll be a walkover, no matter how hard the defenders fight. Truth is, I wouldn’t want you to be here if . . .’ He shrugged before straightening his shoulders. It was somehow a despondent final movement and filled her with despair. ‘Goodbye, Doll.’


She made herself reply. ‘Goodbye.’


She watched him turn and climb the wall, and within ten seconds she was alone in the corner of the garden, the honeysuckle vine a blur in her misty vision.


At least now when she thought of him she could use his real name.


Her head dropped forward and the tears that had floated in her eyes fell at last. He had not even mentioned her son … He had acted as if he hadn’t seen the child at all. Perhaps she should be glad.




Chapter Five


Lexi was at the Queen Mary Hospital by 11.30 a.m. It stood solidly on a hill above Pokfu Lam Road, and she and Kathleen had worked in it since its founding in 1937, with one year away in Madura. The hospital corridors were familiar and comfortable. She made her rounds and attended the sick, but she was thinking of all the times Johnny had asked her to leave Hong Kong and take little Paul. At the back of her mind Trap’s parting words played a rhythm in her head: We thought there were about five thousand Japanese … but I’ve learnt today that there might in fact be ten times as many … It’ll be a walkover … I wouldn’t want you to be here if … That last phrase had brought her to wishful thinking.


At the end of her shift she left by the front door and saw Kathleen waiting for her on the veranda. In summer the two friends swam together at Repulse Bay after day duty, but as it was winter they usually went shopping or had a cup of green tea at Tina Hung’s, a small café on the Pokfu Lam Road past the university. As Lexi approached along the veranda Kathleen rose from a bamboo chair to greet her.


They walked side-by-side to the stone steps. Lexi’s Austin was parked down the hill behind a cluster of lantana about fifty yards away, and as they began to descend the steps they heard running footsteps behind them and looked round.


Scuttling along the veranda towards them was Len Sumatu, the only Japanese doctor at the hospital, an orthopaedic surgeon and a good one. He was larger than many of his race, and the only marring of his quite attractive features was a vast series of pock-marks which ran down his throat on the left side of his neck. Kathleen had told Lexi that all the nurses maintained he was notorious for his womanising, and that they tried not to be alone with him.


Sumatu was one who always stopped and talked, but to their surprise he swept by the two women covering the four steps to the ground in one jump, and ran off down the slope. They waited to see who his pursuer was, but no one followed and they watched him disappear in the trees towards the university proper.


‘Wonder what’s wrong with him?’


Kathleen gave a giggle. ‘Some nurse’s husband might have turned up.’


An hour later, Lexi left Kathleen outside Tina Hung’s and drove off to meet her grandfather, just as he had requested on his birthday.


She drank another cup of sweet green tea with Sir Brillard and ate light fluffy scones with strawberry jam and cream and chatted about the hospital, little Paul and other matters until Sir Brillard placed down his cup, wiped his fingers on his serviette and leant a little forward in his chair to stroke the rich red hair of his aristocratic Irish setter Harold, who lay at the old man’s feet.


He looked hard at Lexi as he spoke. ‘My darling, John D has told me you are still adamant about not leaving Hong Kong.’


She made to reply but he lifted his hand from Harold for silence. ‘Let me finish, then you can say whatever you like.’


‘Sorry, Pa.’


‘I know your husband has attempted many times to persuade you to take Paul and leave the island sooner than you want to. Lexi, the time has come for me to be brutally honest. You’re not thinking of your child. You’re a grown-up and have the right to make the decision to remain till January, but you’re doing wrong by little Paul, who has no choice in the matter. You see, my dear, there’s every reason to believe the Japanese will attack and the child could die. Time’s running out for us. I have no doubt whatever that the Japanese are coming. Ever since they signed that mutual defence pact with Germany and Italy, the writing’s been on the wall.


‘I’ve lived many decades and seen much, and I know that in their culture they hold a complete disregard for lower ranks and prisoners; in fact it goes so far as to be contempt. They treat their own soldiers badly so a prisoner has no value at all. They count being vanquished as dishonourable, and one of the first tenets of their belief is that honour is paramount.


‘My darling girl, I’m not talking about if the Japanese come; I am talking about when. I’ve been a soldier and have seen what soldiers – even those who respect the enemy – are capable of doing. I know there are still many here who are sanguine about whether there will be an assault or not, but that is wishful thinking. For when they do attack this citadel, it will fall. It’s not good military strategy to waste more men defending it, and it seems to me that in sending us the two Canadian regiments Mr Churchill has done it merely to make us feel a little safer, for it will mean nothing in the end. They’ll be lost along with the British regiments and the Gurkhas and Indians already here.’


His tone had become unequivocal and his Wellington-like face assumed the aspect of an ageing hawk in the fading day.


‘And Lexi, we’ll put up a spirited defence, but if one doesn’t die in the resistance, then one will be a prisoner. A station devoid of dignity if it’s the Japanese who are your masters.


‘Much of the China coast is occupied by the Japanese. We have only a narrow strip of water between them and us. There are many here who want to get out now and cannot. And you’ll have noticed the lack of sampans and fishing craft in the harbour. There’s a reason for all that, my girl.’


Lexi went to speak, but he again raised his palm to her. ‘On your wedding day I suggested you depart; last Christmas I urged you to go, and now, my lovely girl, I’m telling you!’ He gave the suggestion of a sigh. ‘I’ve taken a liberty, my darling, and told Dr Campbell at the hospital that you won’t be back, and I’ve booked passage for you and the family on the only ship available: a little Dutch tub, steamship called Fortitude, heading to Borneo, New Guinea and Australia. Your aunt was meant to travel on the SS Rangoon but it isn’t even coming here because most British and Allied shipping’s been diverted to Singapore. That the Fortitude is here and leaving on Sunday is a miracle. I only pray it’s not too late.’ He sat back in his seat.


‘But Pa, the Japanese haven’t declared war.’


He gave a dismissive shake of his head. ‘They never have in all their previous wars, so I’m thinking they won’t now.’


His granddaughter reached out and touched his hand. ‘Pa, I do understand all you’ve said. Fact is it’s sort of hit me in the last twenty-four hours, so I’m not going to argue. You say you’ve booked passage for all of us?’


‘Yes, even though your Uncle Jasper was at first adamant about not going along.’


‘But what about you?’


His faded eyes flickered with an earlier fire. ‘I’ve had many decades upon this earth. Hydrangea is my castle; there is no other life for me.’


‘But Pa, you’ve just told me there’s no hope for those who stay in Hong Kong.’


He gave her a rueful smile before he raised his aged veined hand and stroked her cheek. ‘Now let’s leave that where it lies. Your husband agrees with all I say. So, sweetheart, home you go and start to pack. Don’t waste any more time here.’


Lexi hugged him and cried, sobbing like she had as a child upon his still firm shoulder, and as she wept, he told her that four months previously he had transferred all his money from Hong Kong to Sydney. ‘It was all for your grandmother, but she has made her choice to remain with me; hence I’ve made arrangements to divide it between your mother, your Aunt Della and Uncle Peter, Uncle Jasper and yourself.’


Lexi left him when his young friend, the Englishman, George Wright-Nooth, the second-in-command of the Central and Western Divisions of the Royal Hong Kong Police Force arrived for a cup of tea and a chat. They sat on the front porch and waved goodbye to her. On the drive home, the chilling truth had indeed set in for Lexi, and when John Drayton telephoned her that evening she informed him of her altered decision.


‘It all makes sense now, I suppose, Pa’s adamant that the Japanese are coming. He’s frightened the hell out of me.’


‘I don’t mind, as long as he’s convinced you to go.’


‘And the dear old so-and-so went and booked passage for me without mentioning it. The Fortitude, a Dutch ship. All the family are sailing out on it, except for him and Grandma.’


‘I know.’


‘So you were in on absolutely everything?’


‘Lexi, please … Haven’t I been asking you to leave for over a year?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then I was doing the right thing, wasn’t I?’


‘Oh Johnny, I suppose so.’


‘I’ll be home later. Have to come in for a few hours in the morning, but that’s it. I’ve been given compassionate leave for my final days in Hong Kong. I still wish you and the baby were out of here before me, and not afterwards.’


‘God, I don’t know how I’ll be ready.’


‘You’d better be. When will you tell the hospital?’


‘Oh, Pa in his wisdom took that licence too. No wonder dear old Campbell looked at me strangely when I left this evening. But I’ll go in and say a proper farewell to them all.’


‘Right. I’ll see you in a few hours. Don’t wait up. Good night, sweetheart. You understand I love you, don’t you?’


‘Yes, Johnny. Dear Johnny. Good night, Johnny.’


She went to bed and heard her husband come in around eleven. They were both up by seven and breakfasted together. When he departed she began to pack, but immediately after lunch she kissed Paul and passed him to Nintuck to put down for his nap. Out in the street alone she hailed a rickshaw. Half an hour later she alighted into the winding road that led up from the bottom of the Peak past the Barnacle Club.


Once in front of the two-storey brick building she gazed around. Opposite was a street market where locals sold everything from beer to beads and blankets. She crossed to it and found a vantage point where she kept a view of the front door of the club. With ease she parried the approaches made to her by the Chinese eager to sell their wares and she remained standing between the fragile wooden stalls and a stone wall on their perimeter.


An hour went by and a crisp wind flurried down the hill and as the second hour began she drew her light cardigan more tightly about her. As the time passed she started to think it had been a mistake to come, when all of a sudden she saw him. He appeared carrying a small attaché case from behind a poinciana tree to the left of the building. But he was not alone, for at the same moment, two men who had been seated on the wide veranda stood and marched down the stone steps to meet him. They conversed for some minutes while Lexi watched and to her relief his two companions hailed a rickshaw and left Trap standing alone on the roadside. Briefly he hesitated, then he too hailed a rickshaw.


Instantly she ran across the busy road, avoiding vehicles and bikes, and as he began to step up into the canopied light vehicle she called, ‘Trap?’


He halted and turned.


Trap had passed a busy morning. He had been given an assignment to silence a doctor at the Hong Kong hospital: the head of the Japanese agents in Hong Kong. Trap had gone to an address in Kowloon before dawn, only to find an empty apartment and signs of a hasty departure. He had then travelled to the hospital to learn that the man he sought had decamped in haste yesterday. Trap’s principal Hong Kong connection had given him a coded message ordering him to leave the colony at 1500 hours; his transport aircraft was ready and waiting at Kowloon airport.


He had returned to the Barnacle Club, packed a single small case with papers and items he must take and left all his clothes hanging in the wardrobe to convince anyone who entered of his intention to remain. He left the club and met briefly in the street with two of his contacts. When they departed he hailed a rickshaw, only to hear her call his name.


He stepped back on to the kerb, handing some coins across to the Chinese rickshaw puller, who grinned widely and departed.


She was gazing up at him as the sun evinced a sheen on his brown hair. Her eyes roamed across his face to the faint scar under his chin; she had first noticed it the night they spent together. She did not feel the sharpness of the wind, but felt flushed and warm.


Trap looked hard at her; staring at her long fair hair resting on the collar of her floral dress, the delicate material pulled taut across her breasts and the blush of colour at her throat. He took a deep breath. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’


‘I took a chance that I would see you again … I wanted to tell you. I’m leaving Hong Kong.’


‘When?’


‘Sunday.’


‘Good.’ He wished she were leaving sooner, but did not say so. ‘I leave today.’


‘Oh.’ It was a disappointed sound.


She lifted her hand to shade her eyes, and now she smiled tentatively up at him. ‘I wish you luck.’ She brought her hand from her brow and touched his sleeve, running her fingers down his arm to rest on the bare skin of his wrist. ‘I might never see you again. Yet I want desperately to see you all the time. Do you understand?’


For a moment he simply lived in the sensation of her skin upon his own. A haze of tenderness almost blurred his vision, but he jolted himself out of that dream as his mouth hardened and roughly he shook off her hand. ‘Look, Doll, you’re married to a guy I actually like. I said everything I had to say to you yesterday. By all the powers that be, the one and only time I should have seen you was on a grubby, dreary island called Madura where the sun don’t shine, but somebody up there is messing with us and so we see each other again. Well that’s all it is. Do I understand? Hell no, I don’t understand! This is all crazy. I’m leaving … you’re leaving. We’re going in different directions, probably for the rest of eternity. So whether we stand here in the street in Hong Kong getting under each other’s skin or not doesn’t matter a goddamn.’


She said nothing. Her shoulders drooped with the weight of the truth of all he had said.


‘Come on. Get this in perspective. You had your chance with me. Don’t do this, Doll. The whole world’s a certainty to be at war pretty soon. Bang!’ She flinched with the impetus he gave the word. ‘And what the hell happens to us means nothing.


‘Do you know, your husband was here with me this morning? Hey? He wanted to say goodbye. Do you realise what that means? He likes me, damn it, trusts me. For Christ’s sake!’ He shook his head and momentarily closed his eyes. ‘Let’s get this straight, Doll … this is our final goodbye.’


He stared at her for a heartbeat before he turned away and began walking along the gutter. Her next words stopped him dead. ‘He’s your son, you know.’


There was a fraction of time when the moving world was suspended for him … and then he spun round. His eyes were wide with fury; she thought he was about to strike her down right there in the busy road with the bicycles and rickshaws and bodies streaming all around them. He brought his hand up sharply, threateningly, and she backed away. Then his arm dropped and a strangled sound escaped from his lips. She had never heard anything like it in her life before: soft and quiet though it was, it issued from his mouth like the breath of a thousand tears. ‘No! Never speak of it. Never say that again as long as you live! It’s not true and I won’t hear it. It … is … not … true. You’re a liar and a bloody whore, and as far as I’m concerned you can go to hell and take your kid with you!’


And before she could answer he was gone, swiftly lost in the moving bodies of the crowded roadway.


Trap was running now. He had to get out of Hong Kong … get to the ferry and cross over to Kowloon and meet the transport that was to take him to the Philippines.


This was the last thing he needed. Shit, when he had seen the baby on Sunday, it had given him a real surprise. There in the nanny’s arms, the kid with the light brown hair and blue eyes!


Christ, that doll was full of surprises. And sure he had wondered about the baby … of course he had. The kid was obviously the right age. She had screwed them all up. And poor bloody Johnny, oblivious to the whole stinking mess.


He saw her face in his mind, her lovely, wanton face. He would never forgive her, never. He felt fury gush through him, as if he wanted to kill her.


He was running fast now with the multiplicity of sweet and sour smells of Hong Kong battering his senses, the buildings and markets and trees and people whirling around him. He covered a mile before he slowed down to a walk.


Behind him on the kerb outside the Barnacle Club Lexi stood with the wind lifting her hair. She had told him. Why oh why did I tell him? What good did it do? It was disastrous.


The tears had dried upon her cheeks. She was in love with Trap, a man she would never see again, and she had told him he was the father of her child. The truth had done no good; it had only robbed him of his neutrality. She had betrayed Johnny and betrayed Trap. She felt shrivelled and small and mean and very weary.


Her world was painful, so very painful. She had had her chance. She could have stayed with him. But that had been yesterday, on Madura; this was now, in Hong Kong.


She still watched the road where he had disappeared as if he would reappear; as if he would take her in his arms and tell her he loved her and all would be right.


The wind slapped her hair round into her face, stinging her cheeks, but she did not even lift her hand to stop it. She felt new tears form as she slowly stepped into the street and like an automaton finally raised her arm to call a passing rickshaw.




Chapter Six


Lexi arrived home to find Johnny there. He hugged her close and she returned him a swift kiss with the suggestion they both get on with their packing. For the next few hours, even though she went through the action of choosing those belongings she wanted to take, her thoughts were not on dresses and shoes, hats, hand-bags and possessions. She felt weak and sad, and every time Johnny passed her with an armful of clothes her guilt was almost too much to stand.


Her mind was possessed by thoughts of Trap and the events of the afternoon, and when Johnny insisted they go out to the Yacht Club for dinner she willed herself to agree. It was a quiet meal, and when halfway through Johnny took up her hand, kissed it and said, ‘Where are you, Lexi? Because you aren’t here with me’, she thought she was going to cry.


She rallied and took a long breath. ‘Oh darling, forgive me. I suppose it’s just everything. You know … I’m finally leaving Hong Kong to go to Australia. And you’re off to God knows where and our world is being turned upside down.’


He smiled tenderly. ‘I understand.’


The effect of that reply was to make her feel worse.


And later, when they slipped into the ornately carved red sandal-wood bed beside the wide window which opened on to the garden, Johnny drew her into his arms and kissed her passionately. He needed her; he was leaving her the day after tomorrow and he did not know when he would hold her again. She was his wife, had borne him a wonderful son and he loved her. He sank into the smell and feel of her, exulting in the taste of her and the smooth undulations of her body. Twice more during the dark hours he reached for her nakedness and loved her greedily again.


Not long after dawn John Drayton was awake and up, and when Lexi rose at seven-thirty she found him already in his uniform and feeding Paul, watched closely by Nintuck. They sat in a sun trap by the kitchen door, the delicate morning light resting on little Paul’s pink cheeks. John Drayton left the feeding of his son to Nintuck as he greeted his wife.


‘Good morning, sweetheart. I’ve been asked to attend the Governor’s office to give him a report on the Lei Mun Strait defences before I leave. Should be home by lunchtime.’


John Drayton had been in charge of planning parts of the colony’s defences. He had blocked the narrow Lei Yue Mun Channel between the colony’s north-east end and Devil’s Peak on mainland China with booms – floating timber barriers – and would have mined that section of the island’s coast if he had had the munitions to do so. He had been perpetually frustrated in his attempts to secure more guns for the coastline of the point facing the Channel and he feared his preparations were inadequate. The areas around the Lei Mun fort and barracks were currently manned by the 5/7 Rajputs, an Indian brigade, and a contingent of the Royal Rifles of Canada, who were game but inexperienced.


John Drayton stood, ruffled his son’s hair and kissed Lexi gently on the mouth. She watched his solid straight back disappear into the house and she took over feeding her son.


‘You want breakfast, Missus Whitby?’


Lexi did not feel like eating, and her silence brought the request a second time.


‘All right, Nintuck, just toast and tea. I’ll have it here with Paul.’


The Chinese woman slipped by into the kitchen and Lexi sat staring at Paul hitting the side of the breakfast bowl with his spoon.


Suddenly she was crying, the tears leaked from the corners of her eyes to glide down her cheeks. She felt desperate, but she knew she must be strong and stop allowing this feeling to overwhelm her. ‘Buck up, Lexi,’ she said aloud, taking a deep breath and blowing her nose on her handkerchief.


By noon two trunks blocked part of the hall outside Lexi’s bedroom. The quantity of luggage that passengers could take aboard ship was limited, and later in the week she would wrap those few sentimental items she absolutely could not leave behind. Like the white porcelain goddess that Pa had given her the day of her father’s funeral.


Both her mother and grandmother had thought it wrong. ‘She’s only ten, it’s priceless and she’ll break it.’


But Sir Brillard had been adamant. ‘She needs something special, something important to have completely for her own.’


As he had handed it to her he had spoken softly, ‘My sweetheart, this is Kwan Yin, sometimes called Kwannon, she is one of the great bodhisattvas of Chinese Buddhism.’


‘What’s a body-sat-va, Pa?’


He had tenderly stroked her cheek as he explained, ‘Someone who has the opportunity to reach heaven and be forever in glory, but gives it up because of his, or her, great compassion for suffering people.’


Lexi’s eyes had widened at such an amazing thing. ‘What’s compassion, Pa?’


‘Pity and caring for the unhappiness of human beings, my darling: fellow feeling, sympathy. Kwan Yin is the perfect goddess for you, my little girl, because she understands your sadness over the loss of your daddy. She’s the Chinese Buddhist goddess of mercy and compassion: the two most remarkable of human qualities, which lift us above the common and make us good and special. You would do well to remember them all your life.’


Lexi did remember them; perhaps it was one reason she had become a doctor. And she had not broken the goddess statuette; she had treasured it. Her Kwan Yin was dressed in sparkling white and sat on a lotus holding a small baby. She had seen numerous depictions of Kwan Yin in the years since, many with multiple arms or eyes and some, just like hers, holding a baby, but none as beautiful as hers, which Pa had told her was from the Ming Dynasty and very precious.


During her formative years Lexi confided her dreams and ideals to Kwan Yin, and even now, as she moved through her bedroom, she lifted the beautiful white figurine from the windowsill and clasped it to her for consolation.


There was a soft sound behind her and she turned to see Nintuck standing in the doorway, her slight figure half hidden in shadow.


‘Nintuck, come in. Is everything all right?’


The Chinese woman slipped forward a pace. ‘Ah yes, Missus Whitby, little Paul asleep. I come to see if you want lunch?’


Lexi replaced Kwan Yin and beckoned the nanny closer. ‘Did Sun Lin come to see you last night?’


Nintuck’s eyes lit up and she nodded. Sun Lin was one of the house boys who worked at Hydrangea, and Nintuck was soon to marry him.


Nintuck liked Mrs Whitby very much. She was not one of those Europeans who looked down on the Chinese, and she spoke kindly to all the servants, just the way her husband Captain Whitby did. Nintuck had worked for the Whitbys since their marriage, and she would miss them and baby Paul. But she could not help thinking it would do Mrs Whitby good to be made to be a full-time mother.


‘You know the talk is all of the Japanese coming here, don’t you?’


Nintuck gave another nod, her voice replete with disgust. ‘Loh baak tau!’ she said in Cantonese before she hurried on in her silky smooth voice, ‘They long-time enemy of Chinese. If they come they treat us very bad. Treat everyone very bad.’


Lexi sighed. ‘I wish I could take you with me, Nintuck.’


The Chinese girl gave a benign smile. ‘No, Missus Whitby, Nintuck must stay. Must marry Sun Lin. Chinese good at waiting. If enemy come, we wait. We wait, we watch. We try to survive. One day they leave.’


She gave a little bow of her head and began to turn away, but Lexi restrained her. ‘I want you to have this.’ She took the girl’s hand and led her across the tiled floor and the heavy patterned rugs into the handsome living area, where she picked up a large carved ivory box and gave it to the girl. Nintuck’s small eyes revealed amazement, for she knew that inside this box was a chess set, and each piece made of solid gold. It was an heirloom from Sir Brillard, and Nintuck would not allow Yun, the maid, to clean the pieces; she did it herself with extreme care.


‘I want you to have it, and I know Johnny – Captain Whitby – will too. We cannot take very much with us and this is far too heavy.’ Lexi squeezed the girl’s hand. ‘If … if the Japanese do come, this might … help you.’


It was plain that Nintuck was uncertain; she stood there holding the box but did not move.


‘Nintuck, it’s yours. We will see that everyone in this house has something to help them, but this I truly wish you to take for yourself.’


The girl bowed her head over the box. ‘Do jey,’ she said quietly, and turned and hastened with tiny steps through the doorway.


That night when the house was quiet Nintuck entered Paul’s room through a small rose garden abundant with bushes where the delicate scent of the blooms drifted on the passing breeze.


She crossed to the cot and bent in to the child. He lay on his side with one pudgy baby hand resting on his cheek; she could see the tiny diamond-shaped birthmark on his wrist. He was a beautiful baby with his thick lashes and blue eyes and a crop of light brown curls. He was going out of her life, off on a big ship to Australia, a place so far away she could hardly conceive of it existing at all. She had only ever known Hong Kong and Kowloon, they were the extent of her life vision; anything beyond that seemed unreal.


There was a weight of sadness in her chest as she leant down to him and whispered in Cantonese, ‘You are my little one. You have been my charge and I have nurtured you. I bless you, little Paul, with the blessings of my ancestors. I have insight and ability to bestow great gifts or great curses.’


And now a faint melodious incantation followed, before she murmured, ‘Upon you I bestow the wondrous elusive gift; it will take care of you in times of trouble and torment.’


She kissed the tips of her fingers and tenderly placed them on the child’s body above his heart as she whispered in English, ‘I miss you already, little one, for you must go and I must stay.’




Chapter Seven


In the maroon-draped bedroom, decorated with artefacts, figurines, porcelain and vases that had once been for sale in her curio shops, Bess lay on her bed talking to Della Seaforth. On her right side, near the photograph of Lee Tain Sen, stood a ten-inch exquisitely fashioned dragon from the Yuan Dynasty. Bess had been offered fortunes for it but she had refused them. Beside it strutted one of her parakeets; the other was perched on the handle of a silver Buddha-shaped vase. Bess let the birds out of their cages every day and fed them by hand. Confined as she was to sofas and bed, the two parakeets, Liddy and Tot, were a constant source of pleasure to her.


Bess’s fingers ran over the dragon, and she spoke to Della, who was sipping black tea. ‘You know, these days I often think of when we met.’


Della patted her hand. ‘Yes, darling, you’d just come over from China and Kathleen was a wee thing.


‘How brave you were to be a missionary. It was only a handful of years after that horrible Boxer Rebellion. I just don’t know how you did it. Running up and down that Yellow River in China. It always looked so brown and dirty to me.’


Bess did not say she had never been near the Yellow River; she simply smiled tolerantly as Della prattled on, recalling the day they had met in Bess’s shop off the Victoria Road. Lexi had been four and had wandered away from her mother, Marlene, and her Aunt Della, down the cool dark hall of the shop into the back room where Bess totalled the accounts.


There she and Kathleen, a toddler of three, had begun to play together. On that day, all the friendships had begun.


‘And because of you, my Kathleen has always had entrée into the best houses in Hong Kong. How deeply I thank you, dear Della.’


Della’s plump fingers patted the back of Bess’s thin hand. ‘No need. Our friendship has been wonderful, and while I’m looking forward to seeing my sister again, I hate leaving Father and Mother … and you.’ She leant forward and the tops of her breasts swelled above the neckline of her dress. ‘You know, sweetheart, you could come with me.’


Bess shook her head. ‘Della dear, be sensible, walking around this small house tires me. I cannot make a journey of any kind. It’s my daughter I’d like you to take.’


Della knew this. ‘Oh, we’d take her, but she won’t leave you.’


Bess leant her head back and closed her eyes. ‘I wish there were some way to make her go.’


Della swung her sturdy left leg over her right knee and took up another scone. ‘You know, I’m trying to believe that the military are exaggerating things and that the Japanese won’t come at all. It’s so depressing.’


A few minutes later the mantel clock chimed ten, prompting Della to stand. ‘I’ll pop in on Saturday evening to say bye bye, darling.’


Bess locked eyes with her friend. ‘Thank you for keeping my secret all these years.’


Della obviously knew exactly what Bess meant. ‘It’s safe, darling, don’t worry. Kathleen will never know.’


‘You’ve been wonderful.’


Della looked serious. ‘And so have you.’


Liddy and Tot both began to whistle in unison as Della bent forward and clasped her friend’s spare body to her rotund bosom.


Kathleen took a deep breath and removed the black bakelite handset from the tall desk telephone. One lightbulb glowed on the far wall and shadows fell across her desk. The wards were quiet and the six young nurses who reported to her were in another part of the hospital away from the office where she now sat. She rang the telephone exchange and a telephonist answered.


‘Number, please?’


Kathleen gave it.


‘Putting you through.’


‘Good evening, Fort Stanley.’


‘Captain Whitby on extension twenty-four, could you put me through please?’


‘Who’s calling?’


‘I’m a friend of his, Kathleen Leigh.’


There was a silence. ‘No, he’s left the Fort. Won’t be back.’


‘Oh.’ She had hoped he would be at Fort Stanley; it would have been easier talking to him there. She hung up. A few moments later she picked up the telephone receiver again and the same voice asked, ‘Number please.’


This time Kathleen gave the Whitby home number.


When John Drayton’s voice came over the line she hesitated.


‘Good evening, Whitby here … Hello. Who’s there?’


She hesitated another second. ‘John D., it’s me, Kathleen.’


His voice registered surprise. ‘Kathy! Is everything all right?’


‘Oh yes. Hope I’m not calling too late. I just wanted to say … Well, you leave on Friday and I hope I’ll be seeing you before you go, but in case I don’t, I wanted to say goodbye . . .’


‘That’s nice of you. It’s a strange time for all of us.’


Kathleen heard Lexi’s voice ask, ‘Who is it?’


‘Kathy, she’s called to say goodbye. I’ll put her on to you in a minute, Lex.’ He spoke back into the receiver. ‘Now, Kathy, you know Lexi wishes you would leave Hong Kong with her.’


‘Yes, but I can’t go without Mum. She’s so ill.’


John Drayton could understand Kathleen’s feelings. ‘I sympathise with what you’re saying, and I don’t want to frighten you, but this will be no place for beautiful women like you once . . .’ He hesitated. ‘Do you understand what I mean?’


‘Yes, I do. And while I’m frightened to death, I still can’t leave Mum. I’m a nurse after all.’


John Drayton liked Kathy: she was good-natured, a first-rate nurse, a sweet and temperate personality and had been a wonderful friend to Lexi since they were both infants. ‘And we all know how much you’ve done for her.’ He paused. ‘Look, it isn’t my place to talk you round, but I wish I could. In the end it’s up to you.’


She nodded into the telephone. ‘Yes. Look, John D, thanks anyway. I mean that. It … comforts me that you care enough to say all this. And I wish you the best of luck, I really do. I hope … the good Lord watches over you and brings you safely through whatever’s ahead.’


‘And I wish exactly the same for you, Kathy.’


‘Time’s up. Are you extending, please?’


Kathleen would have gone on talking to him for ever. She attempted to keep her voice light. ‘I’d better go then, I’m at work. I’ve never used the telephone here for a personal call before. Please tell Lexi I’ll talk to her tomorrow.’


‘I hope I see you before I leave. Goodbye, Kathy.’


The line went dead and Kathleen replaced the receiver in its hook and sat staring at it. She had dared to call him and hear his voice. She hoped with all her heart that he would stay safe and that no harm would come to him. A tear slipped down her cheek and she brushed it away with her fingers.


At the other end of the line Lexi called to her husband. ‘Thought she was going to talk to me?’


‘Yes, darling, well, time was up.’


It was six a.m. when Kathleen came off duty. A fresh breeze washed straight across the island and the air tasted sweet, though a heavy dew had formed on the plants and grass, and clouds bunched on the horizon threatening rain. She could hear mynah birds calling as she caught her bus and the city woke and vehicles and people – the elderly in black and the youth brighter colours – began to appear.


She descended near her home, walking briskly in the cool morning, and when she gained the entrance of her house she saw movement through the ironwork and recognised Shamoi, her mother’s maid. The woman stood from the steps where she had obviously been waiting and hastened forward to slide back the gate.


Shamoi was trembling; her face was wan and her tone the same. ‘Oh, Miss Kathleen, your mother . . .’ She burst into tears and hung her head.


Kathleen dashed into the house and up the stairs. She took the steps two by two, her heart thumping as she raced by the fiddlewood tree along the balcony and entered her mother’s room.


Bess lay dead, her face stiff and strange. Her hands with their long elliptical nails rested outside the coverlet, fingers twined, the gold and jade antique ring on her little finger and the veins dark against the parchment colour of her skin; around her throat lay her favourite dragon pendant. Kathleen had seen many dead people; hundreds during her working life, but they had been patients. This was her mother, her own darling mother!


Liddy and Tot out on the landing screeched wildly as if they too knew full well what had occurred and voiced their suffering.


Kathleen stood transfixed. She was aware that Shamoi had entered the room behind her.


Abruptly she fell to her knees and buried her head in her mother’s side. ‘Muma, Muma . . .’ Minutes passed before she lifted her face to look round at Shamoi standing inertly beside her. ‘Did she will it? Did she simply will herself to die?’


The maid did not speak.


Kathleen remained kneeling and lifted her hand to her mother’s face to stroke it with trembling fingers. ‘Muma darling, it seems you wanted me to leave here very, very badly.’




Chapter Eight


The following day, and a thousand miles to the east, rain spattered on Trap’s face while the rising wind caught at his tunic. He strode past a row of coconut palms where all forms of vehicles, both military and private, dotted the landscape, while at his side marched Labratte, a second lieutenant in one of the local intelligence units. Labratte suspected the man he accompanied was important. He knew his visitor was a major, had top priority clearance, had just arrived from Hong Kong and was here to see General MacArthur.


‘What was the boat ride from Hong Kong like, sir?’


Trap nodded. ‘Like any boat ride in a big sea, Lieutenant. It stank.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Trap had not come in by boat, but in his business, hiding the truth was the first law, so whatever the hell Labratte believed to be true was okay by him. He had in fact flown out of Kowloon on Wednesday and arrived here on the lumbering aircraft four hours later.


He kept thinking about her; she drifted at the edges of his perception. For the first time in his life his emotions were having their own way with his mind. Trap hated that. When she had left him that morning in Madura, he had wished her to hell and managed to clear her from his brain in the belief he would never see her again. But fate had betrayed him, and now after Hong Kong here she was lying in wait in his head at every damn opportunity.


Yesterday morning he had given his verbal report to Colonel Willoughby, General MacArthur’s eccentric Chief of Intelligence, and also to Major General Jonathan ‘Skinny’ Wainwright, the commanding officer in Northern Luzon, a friend of his dead father, a mentor to himself and the officer to whom he reported. After that he had completed his written report and eaten breakfast. Last night he had received orders to travel to General Douglas MacArthur’s headquarters, a stone house in the wall of the old city, Victoria Street in Intramuros, Manila, but that order had altered and he had been brought to this camp near Malolos.


Labratte had only recently been commissioned; he was young and keen and he liked shooting the breeze. He rattled on. ‘When General MacArthur arrived out of the blue late this afternoon we were all on alert wondering why. You must be really important, sir.’


Trap did not reply.


‘It’s not much further, just down there.’ Labratte pointed to a long, low cement building with a veranda.


Suddenly Trap halted. Labratte turned back to him.


‘What’s that?’ Trap was pointing at a vehicle. It was about 4 feet wide and 8 feet long with a body of rectangular design. He walked over to it and Labratte followed, happy to explain:


‘Well, it’s what they’re calling a GP vehicle, sir.’ He waved and shouted to a mechanic who was tinkering with a motorbike near the veranda of one of the buildings. ‘Hey, Denham.’


The mechanic approached, wiping his hands on a rag.


‘Tell the major about this new reconnaissance vehicle.’


Denham saluted and grinned, showing a dimple in his left cheek. ‘Well, sir, it’s a government eighty-inch-wheelbase reconnaissance car.’ He patted the bonnet affectionately. ‘It’s out of sight! Can go over all sorts of terrain. This one has four-wheel steering and hydraulic brakes and floating axles, and there’s a thirty-calibre machine gun mount on most of them. We’ve had two dozen just delivered from Stateside, sir.’ He sounded proud.


Trap bounded in and sat down. He gave a low whistle. ‘Must get some of these,’ he said to himself.


‘Most of the boys love ’em, sir. I was told by Captain Argus that Ford, Willys and Bantam are making ’em. This one’s a Bantam.’


Trap sat for a few moments longer tapping the steering wheel in thought. ‘Right!’ he remarked as he leapt out. ‘Do you know how to maintain one of these, Denham?’


The mechanic beamed. ‘I’m learnin’ as fast as I can, sir. Study the manual any spare time I get, even gave up goin’ to the flicks to do it. The boys are calling them all sorts of names: pigmy, peep, leapin’ lena, midget, but the one I like is jeep.


Trap repeated, ‘Jeep.’ And, peering at the corporal, asked, ‘What’s your full name, son?’


‘Corporal Thomas Mackim Denham, sir.’


Trap made a mental note. If he could get six or so of these vehicles out of General Wainwright, he would need a good mechanic.


Yesterday when he had reported to General Wainwright, the officer had spoken in grave tones. ‘Trap, I want you to go through the units and pick a squad of good, seasoned men. You won’t find them in your class, but there are well-trained officers especially in the Twenty-sixth Cavalry and the enlisted men are good, tough Philippine Scouts. Start there.’


‘Right. What’s the reason, sir?’


The general took his arm. Trap knew Skinny Wainwright intimately, had stayed many a leave with him and his wife Adele and their son Jonathan, whom Skinny called Jack. ‘Son, I think you’re a hundred per cent right about an imminent invasion, and immediately after your meeting with General MacArthur, I want you to take your chosen troops up to Northen Luzon.’


Trap had this very morning begun to choose his men. He now eyed Denham again.


‘What sort of a shot are you, son?’


Labratte replied for him. ‘I’ve seen him on the target range, sir. For a mechanic he’s a dead-eye Dick.’


Trap nodded as he moved on. ‘Thanks, Corporal.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Denham gave a smart salute, watched the major cross to the veranda steps, grinned and returned to his bike.


Trap and Labratte passed a sentry; from one of the cement buildings in the vicinity he could hear music, a gramophone was playing ‘Lady in Red’.


Why did that damn song continue to haunt him? All it did was bring thoughts of her and the goddam feel of her skin on his. He straightened his shoulders as if to shake the memory off and leapt up the three steps to the veranda, leaving Labratte to hurry up behind him.


They walked twenty yards and the lieutenant pointed to a green door where another sentry barred their way.


‘Permission to see the general. He’s expecting us. Lieutenant Labratte.’


The sentry saluted. ‘Which general? The place is crawling with them.’ He poked his thumb over his shoulder.


‘The top brass – MacArthur.’


‘Who’s this?’ The sentry pointed at Trap.


‘I’m the parcel from Hong Kong.’


The soldier grinned. He appeared to be expecting this, and he turned to an opaque window and tapped on it. It was pushed up a couple of inches from inside. He spoke to the opening. ‘Lieutenant Labratte and the parcel from Hong Kong are here.’


The door opened, the sentry stood aside and the two new arrivals entered.


They were escorted along a four-foot-wide corridor. On the walls hung photographs of various Filipino beach scenes in blue-painted frames. They rounded a corner, came to another door, halted and knocked. It opened and Trap and Labratte entered to find themselves in an anteroom with chairs around the wall.


‘Wait here.’


They sat.


Four minutes passed while Labratte read an edition of Newsweek magazine and by which time Trap had taken in the features of the room: three doors, a brown square rug in the middle of the floor, eleven leather chairs with magazines lying upon them, a white-painted ceiling with three light bulbs in brown shades hanging from it and one manhole in the far corner.


The door nearest the manhole opened and Skinny Wainwright entered. He grinned.


‘Major Trapperton, follow me.’


As they traversed a corridor, Skinny spoke confidentially. ‘Look, son, General MacArthur doesn’t like intelligence operators who are in the direct control of William Donovan and Washington working on his patch, i.e. the Philippines.’


Trap grunted. ‘I haven’t been in the Philippines until now. I’ve been in and out of everywhere else in the Orient, but not here.’


‘Yes, that’s the reason he’ll see you. But he doesn’t want you operating here, so I’ve cleared it with Washington and I’ve informed him that you’re returning to active duty under my command and that I’ll get you to train some jungle fighters for him.’


‘So I’ll get no more orders from Washington?’


‘I didn’t say that, son. I just said you’ll stay under my command and train jungle fighters for MacArthur for now.’


Trap looked skywards. ‘You’re the boss, sir.’


‘I am, so follow me.’


Skinny led him into the presence of three other generals. Trap recognised the suntanned individual with the high forehead and imperious expression who wore the uniform of a Lieutenant General in the army of the United States of America. Douglas MacArthur had recently been recalled to active duty after being an adviser to the Philippine government since his retirement as US Chief of Staff in 1937. The saturnine-looking individual beside him Trap knew to be Richard Sutherland, MacArthur’s Chief of Staff. The third man wore spectacles and a uniform of a major general in the US Army Air Force. Trap assumed him to be the recently arrived commander of the US Far East Airforce, Lewis Hyde Brereton.


Trap saluted as Wainwright stepped forward and shook hands with MacArthur who said, ‘Good to see you, Jonathan.’


‘Good to see you too, Douglas. This is Major Hank Trapperton.’


MacArthur, who had been the most highly decorated American soldier in the Great War and who it was often said, lived and breathed the military, gave a sharp nod and stubbed out a black cigar into a rose-patterned china ashtray. Skinny introduced Trap to the others before they all sat and he began to explain.


‘I’ve read Major Trapperton’s report, as has General Willoughby, and you each have a copy. We’ve all suspected for a long time what the real intentions of the Japanese are, and it seems that our negotiations for a peace agreement with them might prove unsuccessful, even though it’s our understanding that at this very moment the United States and Japan are still talking.’1 He lifted his hands palm upwards and dropped them to his lap. ‘Major Trapperton is one of our most successful intelligence officers. His information regarding the military build-up on and around the Japanese mainland has been most helpful, and I’d like you gentlemen to hear his recent findings.’


Trap bent slightly forward. ‘On the Chinese mainland opposite Hong Kong island, Japanese troops, armaments and tanks are massing. We know there are up to fifty thousand soldiers and the real number could be more. And even with the recent addition of the Canadians to bolster the British defences of Hong Kong, they still only have about ten thousand men.’


Wainwright rubbed his smooth-shaven chin. ‘So you believe the Japanese are about to attack Hong Kong?’


‘I do. They’re poised. It could be any time: today, tomorrow, the next day.’


Wainwright frowned. ‘Our British friends in the fortress of Hong Kong can’t hold out long against those odds.’


For some reason Trap momentarily pictured the stately Sir Brillard leaning on his cane. ‘No, they can’t. Nobody there has a chance.’ He took a deep breath. ‘And the Japs will attack us here, and I would imagine Guam too, probably pretty much at the same time as they land on Hong Kong. They have naval and air bases on Palau and Formosa. Time and time again I saw them practising bomb-dropping on the inland rivers in Formosa when I was there.’


Skinny Wainwright explained: ‘Major Trapperton passed himself off as an Argentine businessman in Japan for three months in early forty and he travelled in Formosa as well.’


MacArthur frowned but said nothing, and now Brereton spoke. ‘We have detailed reconnaisance intelligence of Formosa’s fortifications. We know it’s hosting hundreds of Japanese aircraft, perhaps thousands: fighters and bombers.’


Trap agreed. ‘Yes, exactly. We noticed unidentified aircraft flying over Clark Field and Fort Stotsenburg yesterday. There’s little doubt they were Japs, and probably from Formosa. It’s only a two-hundred-and-fifty-mile flight across the strait from Northern Luzon and the same distance again has them right over Manila.’


MacArthur looked across at Brereton, who grinned in condescension. ‘We’re aware of the geographical distances, Major.’


Trap nodded. ‘Sure you are, sir. My point being, it’s a simple matter for the Japanese to attack Luzon from Formosa.’


MacArthur spoke irritatedly. ‘Yes, Major, well I think we’re all aware of that too.’


Trap dared to go on. ‘Fact is, I’ve knowledge that a fleet of aircraft carriers, cruisers and submarines has sailed from Japan proper to a position somewhere further east into the Pacific.’


General MacArthur actually sat up straight. This had his attention. He looked almost affronted that a major could know such a thing. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Oh really?’ Brereton’s tone was disbelieving. ‘And where are they headed?’


‘I don’t know, sir.’


General MacArthur’s imperious expression now revealed doubt, even exasperation, as Richard Sutherland gave voice to his stand-point: one that was still held by MacArthur and most of his staff. ‘We’re all sensitive to the fact that Japan will attack the Philippines, but our intelligence feels it probably won’t happen before the spring.’


It was clear to Trap that Douglas MacArthur did not want to hear what was being said. It was diametrically opposed to his theory, yet he was not a fool, and he leant forward on his desk as he eyed the major. ‘I can understand the massing of troops and aircraft in Japan and on Formosa and Palau, but a Japanese fleet sailing to an unknown destination in the Western Pacific is a very serious allegation to make, Trapperton.’


‘Yes it is, sir. But my sources are impeccable.’


MacArthur frowned again and toyed with an inkwell on his desk. ‘What does that mean?’


‘I mean my sources are not wrong, sir.’


Brereton and Sutherland spoke as one. ‘Now hold on!’


It was General Wainwright who defended Trap. ‘It’s all in his report. I’d stick my neck out to say the major here is the finest operator the United States has in intelligence in the entire Pacific.’


MacArthur lifted his hand for quiet and accepted this. ‘Okay.’ He reached over and took a cigar from a glass container at his right hand as Sutherland leant forward and lit it with a Zippo lighter while the commander’s gaze flicked from Trap’s face down to his feet and back again. ‘Anything else to add, Major?’
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