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Dedication




Life can only be understood backwards
But it must be lived forwards
 Soren Kierkegaard
  
 For my husband Roger Crabb
 Journalist and Chief Correspondent
The Gloucestershire Echo, England
Agence France-Presse: Paris
Reuters: Paris, Beijing, Hong Kong, Seoul, Tokyo, London and Singapore.
 
  Newsmen are like the noble elephants. They travel in herds and think alike. They don’t trust the jackals and hyenas who try to trick them in their never-ending pursuit of the green grass of truth.
 They have big ears and never forget.









2

Prologue




The small beat in Annie’s temple quivered like a captive moth. The gold carriage clock on the bedside table ticked. The splay-footed chik chak looked down from the wall, gibbous eyes immobile, long tail curled into a question mark and tut-tutted three times.
 As if the clicking call of the inquiring gecko found an echo in the still quick centre of her brain, her body jerked into consciousness and the delicate skin of her hand splashed blood as it knifed into the corner of the bedside table, knocking the half-drunk cup of tea to its side, splashing its contents into the saucer and over the edges. Her throat yawned in a silent scream as a great draught of warm air roared like a wind into her lungs. Her skin erupted with sweat and her chest heaved, sucking the air, each breath calming the heavy knocking of her heart.  Little by little the turmoil of blood and nerves receded. She opened her eyes.
 She was on her bed, in her room. The long low light was in that moment of the tropical day when the sky fills with the last blush of the sun, the heavy heat departs, the big hawks make shadow circles in the fading sky and flocks of swifts whirl into the treetops with a thunderous chirping. The hush of the house lent the jungle an orchestral clarity. Against a choir of tinny crickets came the croaky conversations of frogs wallowing in the muddy drains.  Above this she caught the trill of the nightjar, the twilight bird, the insistent whirr of its spinning-wheel notes giving prelude to the night.
 The Malays call it the graveyard bird for its love of the undisturbed realms of the dead. This thought roused her and she sat and put her feet to the floor, waiting for the swirling mist in her brain to settle. Her hand ached. Her eyes moved from the dripping blood to the mess of the spilt tea. What had happened here?  Out of habit she set the cup to rights, not noticing the heavy sludge clinging to the bottom. She opened the bedside drawer, took up a white handkerchief and wrapped it round her seeping wound. The cloth flushed red like a rose opening its petals. The bottle of sleeping pills lay on its side and she took it up and frowned. They were Ronald’s pills and the bottle was empty. She set the bottle down. What was it doing in her bedroom? Nothing made sense. Least of all the silence of the house.
 At this hour the boy filled her bath and the distant sounds of clatter and chatter trickled in from the kitchen in the garden. Ronald usually had drinks around six. Her brow furrowed and she pressed her fingers to the aching, insistent pulse in her temple.  No. Wait. That was before. Before the Japs had begun shelling. She looked up, as if a silver missile might come crashing through the ceiling. Perhaps the silence meant it was all over.
 Ronald, when he spoke to her at all, told her impatiently that there was nothing to worry about. Dwarfs, he blustered, myopic dwarfs. Perhaps the dwarfs had given up.  An insect whined and she slapped at her arm. The pain in her hand jangled.
 ‘Ah Lin,’ she called, but her voice rasped weakly and echoed faintly along the corridors of the old house without answer.
 Darkness had crept into the room and she groped for the oil lamp. A bomb had fractured the Tanglin substation and electricity was but a distant memory. The memsahibs had all come, like a flock of waddling geese, to look at the lumps of concrete and tangled metal and the splintered, tipping trees, their roots reaching out of the ground like gnarled fingers.  The old Malay guard had been killed and his family had wailed piteously at his mangled remains. Annie had seen dead bodies. In the convent the girls were made to pray for the dead nuns as their emaciated old bodies were prepared for burial or wash the corpses of the children who died. She’d never seen anything so mutilated as the Malay guard but it couldn’t match the horror of handling cold dead babies.
 Annie understood nothing of the whys and wherefores of this war. In Ipoh, the half-hidden cloistered life of the convent meant the outside world could be ignored. Here, in Singapore, it was as if Tanglin were surrounded by the same high walls.  The town was bombed to rubble but these leafy suburbs were virtually unscathed.  Until that moment it was possible for the women, with a will, to ignore this incomprehensible conflict.   Now there was blood on the village green and all the geese were honking.
 Yet few families left. It wasn’t the right thing to do, the white thing to do. It sent the wrong message to the natives. That’s how they talked: the wrong message to the natives.
 Annie, who knew she was at least half a native of somewhere not white, had few acquaintances and no friends amongst the chattering British mems and cared little for what they did. Some of the women and children, she’d heard, had rushed down to the port when the news had come that the Japs had crossed the Straits, but Ronald had set his face against departure, offered himself to the army volunteers, and so here they were. Annie had no idea where they would, in any case, have gone. Ronald, as far as she knew, had no family at all.
 The match fizzed and she put it unsteadily to the wick. A feeble halo of light glowed, just enough to see her own feet, bare and pale, shuffling through the black soot. The soot and the acrid stink in the air came from the black smoke billowing out of the volcanic fires of the bombed-out fuel storage tanks in the harbour.
 The sound of a piano floated to her ear.  Ronald was playing ‘Begin the Beguine’. He had returned yesterday afternoon, filthy, and retired, without a word, to his room.
 She cared nothing for Ronald. They had become married simply because he, at fifty-six years old, had seen her at a Christmas concert given by the convent, met the Mother Superior and asked for her hand. That a girl like Annie, without parents or background, should receive a proposal of marriage from a white man of considerable fortune was deemed miraculous. She had needed no persuasion. Ronald and his money were her escape route and she had jumped at it.
 She stopped by the door of her daughter’s room. Where was the ayah?  She held the lamp up to the cot. It was empty. Maria must be with Ronald or one of the servants. Maria was the only thing in the whole world that Annie loved.
 She padded along the sooty boards towards the glow of the living room. Ronald was hunched over the piano, his thinning hair revealing his shiny scalp, his hands moving gracefully over the keys. The piano hadn’t been tuned for months, even before the bombing had begun, and in the humidity some of the keys had warped; the notes clunked and veered like a drunken peg-legged sailor.  He’d reached ‘to live it again is past all endeavour, except when that tune clutches my heart’. His lips moved slightly, singing under his breath. He seemed far away, as if he were a young man again, dreaming of a girl.
 He’d been forced to practise many hours a day. He was fond of telling her that, repeating himself so often she wondered if his mind was wandering. Discipline, he’d pontificate, is what keeps the British Empire together. Discipline was a favourite topic for Ronald. Others were the feckless and unordered nature of women, the supremacy of the male species of the British variety and the cowardice and infamy of the French.  Ronald, she had discovered, though from Australia, an entirely different country, was by temperament and loyalty, English. The fine distinction between these various nations of the Anglosphere eluded her completely.
 She often wondered why Ronald had chosen her as his bride given his general dislike for anything not entirely English but, of course, never asked him.
 ‘Where is everybody?’ she said.
 Ronald’s head shot up. He stared at her, his face blank with confusion. Then his eyes dulled, as if nothing on earth was worth thinking about. He pulled his fingers abruptly from the keys and rose ponderously.  He was a man of corpulent habits and he walked heavily to the cabinet and poured gin into a cut crystal glass. Fresh food had become a little short in the past week but there were shelves of tinned food, including Ronald’s favourite Oxford English marmalade and, of course, the house was floating in gin.
 Annie spoke to his back.
 ‘Ronald, what’s going on?’
 Ronald’s shoulders heaved and he turned, not meeting her eyes.
 ‘It’s over. That fool Percival’s surrendered.’
 He dropped heavily into a chair.  Annie put the lamp on the card table.
 Surrender? The word stabbed into her brain. Surrender? But that was impossible. It meant unspeakable horror. She, like everyone in Singapore, knew the lurid stories of the rapes in China, the beheadings, the bayonetted babies.
 ‘But you said …’ she began.
 His head whipped up and he shot a look of pure hatred at her.
 Panic wriggled in her stomach. Her eyes darted round the room and she took two quick steps to the sofa expecting to see the baby there.
 ‘Where’s Maria?’
 Ronald raised the glass to his fleshy lips.
 ‘I’ve no idea why I married you,’ he said. ‘But it doesn’t matter anymore.’










Chapter 1




‘I have a mother’s love for my child whom I brought into this world, and I desire that she be restored to me.’
 Affidavit sworn by Adeline Hertogh
 (Bergen op Zoom, Netherlands, 14 August 1950)
  
  
 The twin-engine Airspeed Consul began its slow descent, metal glinting, propellers droning, passing low over the spit of palm-fringed beach at Tanjong Rhu. Its shadow undulated across the waters of the Kallang River. The engine noise grew to a roar and the airliner dropped gently to the ground.
 The door of the plane opened. The passengers emerged one by one, teetered a moment, blinking, then stumbled down the steps, shell-shocked by the heat, and made quickly for the terminal building.
 Annie stepped into the shade and under the whirling ceiling fans with the same gratitude as all the others. In her turn she presented her passport to the Chinese official. Behind him, unsmiling, stood a white man, his eyes hidden by dark sunglasses. To Annie he seemed threatening and she was glad when the passport was returned and she could walk away from the intensity of his scrutiny. On the other side of a low barrier were small groups of men, women and children awaiting the passengers. Several waved but not to her as far as she could see.
 She had been told to expect a reporter from TheMelbourne Mercury, a young man called Charlie Ransome.
 She went through the barrier, darting looks to her right and left. The passengers’ luggage had been unloaded and left together to one side. Gradually the pile diminished. She waited until her red suitcase sat, alone and forlorn, in the middle of the floor then joined it.
 The last passenger departed, the immigration officials packed up, the ceiling fans ceased stirring the humid air, and the building fell into silence. A guard approached her.
 ‘Sorry, Miss, you’ll have to wait outside. I have to lock up.’
 ‘Oh, yes.’
 Annie picked up her suitcase. The car park was empty but for one black saloon car. She tried not to stare at this car which seemed to be waiting unmoving like a malevolent spider eyeing its prey. There was no-one else around and no sound but the cries of gulls from the river nearby. She felt like crying for an instant, then pulled herself together. She would just have to walk until she found some sort of transport. At that moment a car raced into the parking area and pulled up. A young man jumped out and rushed over to her.
 ‘Mrs Collins?’
 ‘Mr Ransome?’
 ‘Yes. I’m so sorry to be late. Got stuck and …’
 ‘It’s all right,’ she said, relief washing over her. ‘You’re
 here now.’
 Perhaps Charlie noticed a certain nervous shrillness. He glanced at the black saloon car which was drawing away.
 ‘I’m really very sorry,’ he said. ‘Did they frighten you, bother you?’
 ‘Who are they?’
 ‘Police. Special Branch. They watch arrivals and departures at the airports, stations, that sort of thing. There’s an emergency on.’
 ‘Oh, yes.’ Annie relaxed.
 ‘But they can be heavy handed. Are you all right?’
 ‘Yes, yes.’ Now she knew who they were she was annoyed at herself for acting so stupidly.
 Charlie’s gaze lingered on her a little longer than was polite.
 Annie contemplated Charlie Ransome. He was young and good-looking, fresh-faced and probably naïve. But he seemed good-natured. She was quite certain he had been expecting to see some ancient crone, fat and English, someone who’d fit the part of the wife of an old crony of Sir Alfred Maybridge.
 ‘Not what you expected,’ she said. ‘Someone older, fatter, English?’
 Charlie flushed a little. ‘My word, no. I …’
 She put out a white-gloved hand and he took it. She withdrew it with only the most momentary pressure.
 She pressed a handkerchief to her neck.
 ‘I’d forgotten how hot it is here. Shall we go?’
 Charlie nodded.
 ‘Of course.’
 He picked up her suitcase.
 A Sikh driver opened the door of the Ford for Annie, with a small incline of his turbaned head.
 ‘Thank you,’ she said.
 ‘Memsahib,’ he said.
 ‘So, Mrs Collins, your husband was a friend of Sir Alfred?’ Charlie said as they settled into the car.
 ‘Yes.’
 The driver loaded the red suitcase into the boot, regained his seat and set off.
 ‘Old school pals, was it?’
 ‘No.’
 Charlie fell silent.
 Annie dabbed her forehead and put her face to the window, but the hot breeze offered no relief.
 She watched as the car left the airport and bumped onto the main road, turning to cross the bridges into the town. She had never been to this part of Singapore. The airport had been there before the war, of course, but she had never ventured into these parts with their islands of palm trees and meandering river vistas.
 As they approached the town, she began to recognise, if not the buildings, at least the architecture: the pretty shophouses with their arched and shuttered windows and their delicate tile-work, which even neglect could not totally conceal. Hawker stalls draped with grimy cloths and sheets of rusting corrugated iron filled every lane. Row upon row of long bamboo poles projected from every orifice of the shophouses, festooned with drooping shirts and pants and sarongs that hung like festival flags. The smell of hot spice and sour durian wafted in. The rickshaws were now trishaws, with a ceaseless tinkling of bells. Bony, half-naked Chinese men carried towering wares on their bouncing poles. The Malay policeman, clothed in his impeccable solar topee and his long white gloves, stood on his dais and directed traffic.
 A vendor had spilled the wares from his small-wheeled cart, and dusters, towels and cheap household goods lay scattered on the ground. The car came to a halt as a verbal melee began and chattering hordes rushed forward, some to help, some to steal. A policeman blew his whistle insistently. In the warren of lanes on either side she caught sight of the white spiral staircases curling up behind the buildings. The dismal days spent wandering the maze-like corridors of the convent in Ipoh slid into her mind.
 Her first memory was fear of the night, of the nursery at the convent and its hot darkness. She must have been three or four. The next memories were of a slap, because she had wet the bed, and of the high taunting laughter of children, because she didn’t know her name.
 A voice intruded on these thoughts.
 ‘… a long time, then. Since you were here.’
 She glanced at him.
 ‘Look, would you mind if we didn’t talk just now. I’m a bit tired.’
 Charlie slumped again into silence.
 When she saw the Raffles Hotel appear in the distance, she leaned forward. The car pulled round the straggling group of trishaws and their sprawled, somnolent drivers waiting for customers. The big ugly verandah that projected from its front façade was still there. It looked much as it had when she’d left it five years ago, a little grubbier perhaps, but she knew that, once inside, the grandeur of her recollections would be revealed. She felt nervous flutters begin in the pit of her stomach. Her journey into the past, for better or worse, would begin here.
 ‘Come on. Get you settled.’
 ‘Mr Ransome, I’ll manage from here, if you don’t mind. Can we meet the day after tomorrow at eleven or so? I’ll explain everything.’
 Charlie’s face attempted not to show the relief he felt, but only partially succeeded.
 ‘My word. Absolutely. Perhaps you’ll come to my place for lunch?’
 Charlie indicated the driver. ‘Mahmoud will get you.’
 Mahmoud inclined his head to her. ‘Thursday at eleven, Memsahib.’
 ‘Yes, please.’
 She turned to Charlie. The poor man must think her a grumpy cow.
 ‘Thank you,’ she said and smiled.
 Charlie smiled too. It was a nice smile.
 Australians, in her experience, were straightforward and friendly. Though she knew it was involuntary, she was grateful for his kindness and attention. She judged him trustworthy enough for the task that lay ahead. Whether he, or even she herself, was up to it, that she did not yet know.










Chapter 2




‘The Malay foster-mother of 13-year-old Maria strongly denied today that she wanted money or any other form of compensation for Maria. Information originating from Holland in which Maria’s father is claimed to have said that Aminah asked for 1000 Straits dollars in exchange for Maria was labelled as “slander” by Aminah. She wants to keep Maria for whom she has shown motherly love and care.’
 de Telegraaf, Holland, 18 May 1950
  
  
 Annie nursed an ice-cold Tiger and watched the tiny swifts swoop down to the tables in search of crumbs. One alighted fearlessly on the edge of her table, caught in a mote of dust and late sunlight and chirped a cheeky greeting.
 She sat waiting for Desmond in a small Chinese kopitiam on North Bridge Road. She’d forgotten the way the creatures of the outside world penetrated the inner in Malaya. Birds in the bars, monkeys on the terraces, chik chaks clucking and running up and down the walls.
 Around her some of the city took its small moment of leisure. A group of schoolboys shared Coca-Colas and furtive secrets. Three Malay workers drank teh tarik, the sweet frothy ‘pulled’ tea she recalled from her childhood. The sisters occasionally had taken them into the town and all the girls, with their innocent and cloistered eyes, had found it a place of wonders. They’d stared at the way the orange-shirted showman could flamboyantly drag a long stream of tea from one cup to another without spilling a drop.
 A group of nonyas in their fine voile kebaya and flower-printed sarongs, sipped coffee and examined their purchases, chattering, ignoring their small, whining children as the two or three maids attempted to spoon chendol into the children’s mouths, chasing their ever-moving heads with the spoon, the shaved ice melting into the red bean and palm sugar, the little pea-green floury pellets flying off as the children batted their hands. Annie wanted to slap them and recognised acquired Australian attitudes in her feeling about these spoiled kids and their sad, ignored, little maids. She was glad when they left.
 Two English squaddies drank beer, lounging in the chairs, smoking. One caught her eye and she turned away.
 Major Desmond Carson was attached to the Australian Commission in Singapore. Annie knew he had something to do with the Emergency in Malaya. Desmond’s father and Ronald had been friends. Annie had found him through Sir Alfred and corresponded with him on and off for the last year but they had never met. Sir Alfred Maybridge had written to Ronald’s aunt, Mabel, when the war had ended and the fate of companions slowly became known.
 Alfred and Ronald had fought together on the beaches and hills of Gallipoli. Survivors of those terrible campaigns carried a bond that was timeless. Only death could break it. Sir Alfred had travelled to Perth to visit her and promised to help her in any way he could. He had spoken in sorrowful tones of a Ronald she had never met, a man of vigour, courage and loyalty. She had not told him the entire truth. It didn’t matter now and she didn’t care to tarnish the memory of his brother-in-arms.
 She put her chin in her hand and surveyed the passing scene. She tried for a moment to recapture the mood of those prewar days but it was impossible. She had changed too much. Yet the city itself, despite its obvious squalor, seemed unchanged. The red roofs of the convent and the institution still stood solidly on Bras Basah Road; the bells on the trishaws still rang stridently demanding a fare; even the squaddies seemed to walk in the same way, arrogantly pushing their way through the crowds.
 Why was nothing changed, she thought. Why were the British still here? They had come back as if nothing had happened, as if they hadn’t abjectly surrendered their role of invincible protector and thrown the people here into years of black misery. She hadn’t known it then but she did now.
 ‘Hello. Annie, is it?’
 She looked up into the tanned, smiling face of a tall man, thirty something, with a shock of wavy brown hair. Nice-looking, she thought, in that rugged Australian way.
 ‘Desmond?’
 She put out her hand and Desmond took it, glancing at the two white scars on her wrist. She made no attempt to hide them.
 ‘Sit down. It’s lovely to meet you.’
 He ordered a beer.
 ‘Does it feel strange to be back?’
 Annie smiled. She knew him from their letters, which were friendly and understanding. He had been the only person to show any sort of interest in her search which did not discourage her.
 ‘Yes. Strange to find it all so familiar. I suppose I thought the war would have left more of a mark.’
 ‘The Japs made Singapore their headquarters. They needed it intact. The marks are deeper. The scars are on the people.’
 ‘Yes. I was just wondering why they don’t kick the British out.’
 Desmond laughed.
 ‘After the Occupation I think most people were ecstatic to get the British back, get back to normal. Normality is under-rated.’
 Annie nodded and finished her beer. Desmond, attentive, caught the waiter’s eye and ordered another.
 She smiled at him as she put down the beer glass.
 ‘Beer drinking. Habit I got into in Perth. Aunt Mabel loved her beer and didn’t give a damn what anyone thought.’
 ‘Sounds like my Aunt Jean. Perhaps Australian aunts are all the same.’
 She smiled.
 ‘You talked about normality. I’d like to get back to normality. I’d like to find my daughter.’
 Desmond frowned.
 ‘It’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. I suppose the Brits are doing their best but it isn’t very good. Food shortages, housing shortages, over-population. The Japs left a bloody great mess of course and you have to remember it’s not yet five years since the war ended.’
 He spread his hands as if trying to encompass the difficulty of the situation.
 ‘Finding the Hertogh girl was a fluke and only happened because she was so white and the district officer noticed her.’
 ‘Yes, yes, I know. You’ve told me. Maria is darker than me, with black hair and eyes something like mine. I’m so light it was a surprise. That’s why Ronald …’
 Annie still found it hard to admit the truth of Ronald’s shame and felt her hatred for him flare up. Occasionally it died down especially after she had learned more about him from his aunt, but it was always there like a low, banked fire, waiting.
 ‘… was ashamed. I’ve no idea what he thought would happen, why he even married me. In the end neither did he.’
 Desmond put his hand to hers.
 ‘Annie, I don’t want to give you false hope.’
 Annie removed her hand. She looked up into his eyes.
 ‘Any kind of hope is fine for now. All I ask is that if Mr Ransome and I do find something that you bring your influence to bear on the British authorities.’
 ‘What little I have.’
 ‘But you have some,’ Annie said and Desmond smiled.
 ‘Well, I know the Commissioner and he knows the Governor very well. They play cards together. So if you get something concrete, I can promise to take it to them and do what we can.’
 ‘Thank you.’
 ‘I have made some enquiries about this Ransome. What do you know about him?’
 ‘Not much. He’s a journalist with The Melbourne Mercury. He’s rather young but seems very nice.’
 ‘He arrived a month or so ago. He’s as green as a blade of grass and knows nothing at all about this place. He’s here to close down The Mercury offices. They’re pulling out.’
 Annie smiled.
 ‘I know all that. That’s why I had to come right now and that’s why we need you.’
 Desmond shrugged.
 ‘You see. Charlie’s boss is Sir Alfred Maybridge, owner of The Mercury. Sir Alfred and Ronald fought together in the Great War. He’s thrown his powers behind me. Charlie Ransome has no choice. He has to help me whether he likes it or not.’
 ‘I see.’
 ‘There’s a bit of a story in it too. Long-lost child of Gallipoli hero found again after eight years, that sort of thing. I’m hoping that will tempt him to greater exertions.’
 ‘Annie,’ Desmond said and reached his fingers across the table again.
 She ignored them.
 ‘I know. No false hopes. But this is the only chance I’ll get. All the fates have conspired to bring this moment together. Until I’m absolutely certain, one way or the other, I can’t leave here.’
 ‘Well, then, good luck.’
 ‘Thanks, but good luck is nine parts determination.’
 ‘You’re the one who talked of fates.’
 ‘Maybe that’s the one part.’
 She smiled. Silence fell between them. They drank slowly and watched the street.
 ‘Would you care to have dinner with me, Annie?’
 Annie turned her gaze to him.
 ‘I understood you were married.’
 Desmond shrugged.
 ‘I am, officially. But she lives in Australia and isn’t much interested in me anymore.’
 ‘Oh. Sorry.’
 ‘Don’t be. I’m not. Wartime romance which flickered briefly then died out. Common enough story. Fortunately no children.’
 Annie contemplated him. She could see Desmond found her attractive and she liked him. More importantly she needed him.
 ‘Dinner would be nice.’
 Desmond smiled his pleasure.
 ‘Dinner,’ she said firmly.










Chapter 3




‘Aminah is my mother. I don’t want to go.’
 Nadra
  
 ‘She is my daughter, you know, and she is my love.’
 Aminah binte Ma’arof
 (22 April 1950)
  
  
 She took up the Raffles hotel tea cup. The liberation, she thought wryly, had left the crockery intact. The Japanese fight to the death had not happened. The atom bomb had seen to that.
 The angel-faced boy in the small white jacket and the green sarong put the teapot on the table, bowed and smiled. She smiled back.
 She’d heard, when she had been first brought here to this building, that, at the end, Japanese officers had put guns to their heads, stuck swords into their guts or blown themselves up in these rooms and gardens. She hadn’t thought about it at all in 1945. After living in the malarial huts of the prisoner-of-war camp, it had been, to homeless, half-starved women such as themselves, almost preposterous to find themselves in such exquisite accommodations. Like a banquet after starvation, many women found it almost mortally overwhelming. They slept together, huddled in the corner of these palatial rooms for weeks. Annie had revelled in the cleanliness and space and privacy but she had also understood those other hollow-eyed women for whom freedom had become unnerving. She had, then, never given a thought to the hated Japanese, but now she did.
 Perhaps one despairing officer, his eyes fixed on the East, the emperor’s name on his lips, had slit his belly, right here where she was sitting. Her eyes drifted to the tiles. Something like that ought to leave a trace, but no sigh of those events echoed in the stones and trees around her. The garden was innocently tranquil, the great fans of traveller’s palms shading the paths, the heliotrope and hibiscus falling in clusters against the walls, timeless and heedless.
 She looked at her watch, finished her tea and made her way through the wide shady corridors to the front of the hotel. The old Ford stood like a poor, faded cousin of the new, shiny automobiles that flanked it on either side. She liked it for its age and wear, but doubtless she was the only one who did. The rage was for the new, for putting the war behind and looking to the future.
 Mahmoud stood idly chatting to one of the Sikh doormen. When he saw her he pulled to attention and opened the car door. She had hardly noticed him the first time they’d met but now she took him in. He was a magnificent-looking man. Somewhere in his late thirties. Tall and well made, his face strong, his beard resplendent, his head noble under a turban of brilliant saffron orange. She knew nothing of Sikhs or their beliefs but she thought that they certainly were good looking.
 ‘Thank you. What is your name?’
 ‘Mahmoud, Memsahib,’ he said, closing the door.
 He pulled into the traffic of Beach Road, an alarming mixture of buses, cars and bicycles, trishaws and carts, swerving to avoid an oncoming truck overflowing with Malay workers and a British army staff car which honked imperiously.
 ‘Mahmoud, I’m Eurasian. I know nothing at all about my parents but what I do know is that I am not entirely white, nor possibly even English, and that therefore I believe it is impossible for me to be a pukka memsahib.’
 This seemed to give Mahmoud pause.
 ‘My name is Annie. Can you call me that?’
 ‘No, Memsahib. That is not proper.’
 Annie laughed.
 ‘What would you suggest then? Memsahib is not proper either.’
 Mahmoud fell silent. Annie began to feel guilty.
 ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.’
 ‘Oh no, Memsahib. No offence. I am thinking about what is proper.’
 A trishaw darted in front of the car as its driver saw a fare, and Mahmoud braked suddenly but made no admonishing honk of the horn. She liked him for that.
 The traffic was lighter on Orchard Road and the shops passed quickly by. She saw Amber Mansions, Malayan Motors, the Pavilion Cinema and Cold Storage. The building that had once been Collins & Warne Motor Company was now part of Borneo Motors but apart from this and a large new building here and there, little had changed. Warne had survived the war but Ronald had not. The company had done well in the immediate postwar years, supplying and servicing vehicles for the British Military Administration.
 Warne had been in Changi with the man in charge of BMA requisitions. It was what the Chinese called ‘chi ku,’ eating bitter. These men had eaten bitterness together and, like Sir Alfred and Ronald at Gallipoli, it had forged hoops of steely friendship.
 Warne had gone into rubber manufacture under the civilian administration, sold the company and its lucrative connections for a handsome profit in 1949 and returned to England. Warne had never tried to disconnect Ronald’s name from the company, which spoke a great deal for the loyalty and friendship of the two men. Considering how little she had liked him the clear signs of deep affection that Ronald inspired in others surprised her. But then she had never known him. She had met him not young but old, not full of promise and vigour, but overtaken by time. Now he and his partner had made her a wealthy woman.
 The car engaged green, leafy Holland Road, leaving the shops and businesses behind. These were the tranquil suburbs where mansions surrounded by manicured lawns hid behind jungle trees. Mahmoud turned the car on to Peirce Road. The Indian guard drew to attention at the gates of a large property. The car climbed the gentle slope of a driveway shaded by palms and tembusu trees and came to a halt under the porte-cochere.
 A striking Chinese woman of some forty odd years of age opened the front door. She was elegant and groomed, dressed in a black chipao, every hair of her head in place. A gold cross lay against the black cloth. It gave her the grim air of a figure from the Inquisition.
 Annie stepped inside onto the black-and-white tiled floor.
 ‘Good day, madam,’ the woman said. ‘You have come to see Mr Ransome.’
 Annie detected disapproval in the barely accented tones, as if Mr Ransome were a stray dog that had somehow found its way into the house, defecated on the dining room floor and refused to leave.
 Straight-backed, she led Annie through the house to the extensive and lush grounds of the back garden. Under the arms of a rain tree sat a white wicker table and four chairs. Two Malay gardeners were crouched, weeding, moving slowly, like tortoises, across the lawn.
 ‘I’m afraid Mr Ransome had company last night and may be some time.’
 So few words but they told a big story. Annie thanked the woman graciously and watched her glide elegantly back to the house. Mr Ransome’s company was a person or persons of which this impeccable Christian woman thoroughly disapproved. Probably even more than she disapproved of Mr Ransome himself. He had risen late from his activities and slumbered beyond the decent hour. Perhaps he was even asleep now.
 Annie took off her gloves and took up The Straits Times that lay on the table.
 Two minutes had barely elapsed when Charlie came rushing across the lawn.
 ‘Sorry, sorry. Delayed. Something …’
 ‘It’s perfectly all right. I am very comfortable here.’
 Charlie’s hair was damp. Clearly he had rushed out of his bath, having completely forgotten all about her.
 Madame Wing crossed the lawn with a tray. Charlie leaped to his feet. Madame Wing placed the tray on the table, ignoring him. It contained a jug of iced lime juice, two glasses and a plate of sandwiches.
 Charlie smiled at her wanly but she took no notice and disappeared into the house.
 Charlie sat.
 ‘Servants,’ he said. ‘Not used to them. Make me nervous.’
 He poured a glass of the juice and drank it all down in one go. He picked up the sandwiches and proceeded to eat three at
 once.
 ‘How did you get here?’
 ‘Mahmoud picked me up.’
 ‘Oh. Right.’
 Annie took a sandwich and inspected its interior.
 ‘Mr Ransome. What did Sir Alfred tell you?’
 ‘Charlie, please. Nothing. Look after you.’
 ‘Well, then I probably need to explain.’
 Charlie nodded and took another sandwich.
 ‘I need you to help me find my daughter, Charlie. And please, call me Annie.’
 Charlie frowned. Annie poured two glasses of lime juice. She ran her finger down the rivulets of condensation that sprang from the glass.
 ‘I am not at all sure how I can help. I’ve only just got here myself.’
 ‘Perhaps you will allow me to tell you my story. It is quite simple.’
 ‘My word. Yes, indeed.’
 Charlie took a pack of cigarettes from his jacket and offered her one. Annie took it and when the formalities of lighting were finished, she sat back.
 ‘I married my husband, Ronald Collins, when I was seventeen. We had a child, Maria, in November 1941. On the day that Singapore fell Ronald gave our daughter away and tried to murder me.’
 Charlie flicked the ash from his cigarette. Annie could see she had got his full attention.
 ‘I thought, at first, that he had killed her but, for some reason, he had found it very easy to murder me, but rather more difficult to kill his own child. So he gave her to the Malay nursemaid with some money and sent her away.’
 Annie paused and sipped her lime juice.
 ‘I knew nothing about this woman, not even her name. We called her simply “Ayah”. Perhaps she was a good woman but we knew nothing about them, the servants. Nothing about their lives.’
 Annie looked at Charlie, her eyes hard.
 ‘You know, no babies died in Changi. Someone told me that.’
 Charlie moved in his chair.
 ‘I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable. The war was uncomfortable.’
 ‘It doesn’t make me uncomfortable. My father was in the war. North Africa.’
 Annie stared at Charlie, her brow furrowing slightly.
 ‘He survived?’
 ‘Yes.’
 ‘Well, Ronald didn’t survive. I did. That’s it.’
 ‘I’m sorry.’
 ‘Yes, well,’ Annie said. ‘That’s all over. It’s not why I’m here. It’s background, as you journalists say.’
 She stubbed out her cigarette.
 Charlie sat back.
 ‘After the war I went to Ronald’s old aunt in Perth. She died last year. She was a very, very good woman. The refugee services discovered her for me. Despite the fact that I wasn’t white, they let me in because I was Ronald’s widow. Fortunately the marriage was verified through the civil authorities in Ipoh and at the church. I had no papers at all. I was lucky. She took me in even though I was this funny looking stranger. She’d lost her son in the Somme and now her nephew. I’d lost a husband and a daughter. We understood each other. Sometimes that kind of loss is more important than the colour of your skin. I started to write letters. The Red Cross, refugee organisations, government offices, all that. Years of letters but nothing came of it.’
 She took up the newspaper folded to the article about Maria Hertogh and put it in front of Charlie.
 ‘Then I heard about Maria, the little girl, lost, like my child, given up like Maria so she would live, and then found again.’
 ‘And so you came here to find her,’ Charlie said.
 ‘Yes, to find Maria. I have to be here to do it, and I need your help.’
 ‘I see.’
 ‘I have money, plenty of it.’
 ‘Right, well that’s helpful to a certain extent.’
 ‘My old address is here in Tanglin, just around the corner. My housekeeper’s first name is all I know about her. The only other names I remember are the driver and the gardener.’
 ‘Would you like some tea? I’d like some tea.’
 Charlie looked around. Annie raise her hand to a little Malay boy crouched on the edge of the garden. He leapt to his feet and raced towards them. He bowed then stood to attention like a good soldier.
 Annie smiled.
 ‘Apa nama?’
 The boy looked down shyly and murmured, ‘Joseph, Puan.’
 A Christian name. Annie was surprised.
 ‘Joseph? Bisa berbahasa Inggeris?’
 ‘Yes,’ he said proudly.
 ‘Very good,’ Annie said and smiled at the little boy. ‘Some tea, please, Joseph.’
 He bowed very seriously and raced off.
 ‘You speak the lingo?’
 ‘Badly. Not as well as I should, considering the years I’ve lived in Malaya. But then the first seventeen were spent in an English convent, learning vowel sounds. The lingo was not encouraged.’
 Madame Wing emerged again from the house and sailed over the grass, carrying another tray. Annie saw Charlie’s legs twitch, and he instinctively moved to rise. Annie put out her hand.
 ‘Sit down, Charlie. It’s not expected.’
 When Madame Wing had set down the tray she stood, straight-backed, waiting.
 ‘Anything else, Sir?’ she said.
 Charlie gave a quick shake of his head. ‘Thank you very much,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’
 Annie smiled.
 ‘Madame Wing, may I ask you about Joseph?’
 The housekeeper inclined her head.
 ‘He’s a Malay boy but his name is Joseph. Do you know why?’
 ‘I do not. However, if you wish, I could find out.’
 ‘Thank you. I would be obliged.’
 Madame Wing left them.
 ‘He couldn’t have been more than a toddler during the war. What things has his little mind seen?’
 Charlie was looking at Madame Wing’s receding back with a look of profound melancholy.
 ‘Are you all right, Charlie?’
 Charlie looked at her and shrugged.
 ‘Yes. My word. More tea?’
  
 *   *   *
  
 The house on Swettenham Road seemed to have been swallowed by the jungle. The gate and the number were visible but beyond lay an impenetrable wall of greenery.
 ‘It’s here,’ Annie said, pushing the gate, which did not budge. ‘It’s the last house so it was always surrounded by the jungle. Monkeys used to come onto the lawn and throw rambutan skins at us. Monkeys are bad-tempered, you know, like hungover Australian reporters.’
 Charlie made a face at her and set off following the tumbledown wall that surrounded the house. Mahmoud had insisted on accompanying them.
 ‘There,’ Charlie said. There was a gap in the jungle and a trampled path. He took Annie’s hand to help her over the deep ditch that lay along the wall and they went inside. The house looked much like Charlie’s but was in a vastly more dilapidated state. The walls were cracked and flaking, washing hung on bamboo poles from every window and draped over bushes as if the garden had suddenly burst into a bloom of faded and dusty flowers. Flimsy huts with an ingenious variety of plastic, leaf, metal and wooden roofs dotted almost every inch of the grounds. The air hung with the faint smell of effluent.
 A dog began to bark ferociously. Suddenly the place was filled with faces, every window and verandah crowded with men, women and children. They looked hollow, hungry and sullen. Everyone stared at them silently. The dog continued to bark, now joined by another.
 ‘What on earth?’ said Charlie. ‘Who are all these people?’
 ‘Squatters. It’s turned into a kampong. Kampong Swettenham,’ said Annie.
 Voices erupted, everyone talking at once and the barking dogs appeared around a corner and began to jump up and down.
 Mahmoud stepped forward and silence fell. His presence clearly represented authority. A lot of Singapore’s policemen were Sikhs. Someone grabbed the dogs, which whined then also fell silent.
 ‘Sahib,’ Mahmoud said, ‘they think you’ve come to evict them.’
 ‘Oh,’ Charlie said and put up his hands in reassurance. ‘For heaven’s sake, Mahmoud, tell them we’re not the police and we’ve just got some questions.’
 Mahmoud made this announcement in Malay and the electric nervousness that had filled the air dissipated. A parchment-faced withered man dressed in a faded sarong and a white cap stepped forward. He made a series of decisive noises, and a pair of battered chairs were borne head high down to the path.
 ‘You have questions?’ he said in English. ‘Please sit, Puan.’
 ‘Thank you,’ Annie said. ‘This is Charlie and Mahmoud, my friends. Your English is excellent, Haji.’
 ‘I worked on the docks before the war,’ he said and smiled a toothless grin.
 ‘I lived in this house before the war,’ Annie said. ‘I think these are my dining chairs.’
 A circle of dirty, raggedy children had gathered around them silently watching and rubbing their noses. Annie opened her handbag. She took out a large bag of liquorice allsorts and handed it to the old man.
 ‘Will the children have some sweets?’ she said and the old man nodded and signalled to an older boy to come forward. He murmured in his ear and the boy took the bag and shouted to the children and they all evaporated into the garden.
 Annie took a paper from her bag and handed it to the old man.
 ‘When I lived here I had a housekeeper. Her name was Ah Lin and she had a distinctive gold tooth. Also there was a gardener named Ah Chun and we had an Indian driver I called Ragi, but possibly that wasn’t his real name. I’ve written them down and put their approximate ages alongside.’
 The old man looked at the paper.
 ‘I want to find them, if I can. As you can see there is a reward for information. They are not in any trouble. It is a personal matter. I want to thank them.’
 The old man nodded.
 ‘You should not offer a reward. It will bring much information but none of it will be true. Let me first ask.’
 He folded the paper.
 ‘You suffered. In the war. They took you?’
 Annie looked into his eyes and saw grief hooked there.
 ‘Yes. And you?’
 ‘No. My sons. One was in the Malay Regiment. He died fighting at Pasir Panjang. My young son was also later shot.’
 Annie shook her head. It was unbearable.
 ‘I’m sorry. My husband died too, building a railway in Siam.’
 The old man put his hand to hers and she grasped it tightly, though a feeling of guilt crept into her at the false impression of grief for Ronald her words might have relayed, which, in some way, seemed to cheapen his. She released his hand.
 The old Haji smiled at her.
 ‘Death is our wedding with eternity. Come, come, whoever you are, wanderer, worshipper, lover of leaving. Ours is not a caravan of despair. We must believe.’
 Annie rose and bowed slightly.
 ‘I will ask,’ he said. ‘Some time is necessary. People come and go through here who do not always live here.’
 ‘Thank you, Haji.’
 ‘Assalamu Alaikum,’ the old man said.
 ‘Wa Alaikum Salam,’ Annie said.
 She stood looking around at the house and garden, seeing it as it had been once, not happy, she supposed, but sometimes content, occasionally very unhappy, but, after a life of nothing, it had been quiet and her domain, the place where the feel of Maria’s little body was strongest. She turned and left the garden.
 Mahmoud opened the car door and they got inside.
 ‘Thanks,’ Annie said.
 ‘Hope something comes of it.’
 Annie nodded and looked out of the window as they moved down the winding road under the spreading black arms and lacy green canopy of the rain trees.
 ‘What did you call that old man? Haji, was it?’ Charlie said.
 Annie had no desire to answer him. He knew nothing. Nothing of this place, of its hurt, of its people.
 ‘Why? Why do you want to know?’ She almost spat out the words. She saw Mahmoud glance at her in the rearview mirror.
 ‘Well,’ he said. It sounded so pathetic she felt sorry for her harshness.
 ‘He was wearing what we used to call the Haji cap. It means he has been to Mecca. But he is a Sufi. The old men always talk in poetry. They seem to know absolute quantities of beautiful poetry about love and religion.’
 She looked through the open window, the warm wind moving her hair about her face.
 ‘Pointless dreams of beauty in an ugly world,’ she murmured.
 ‘I’ll come back in a week,’ she said, turning to Charlie. ‘Can you give me a lift back into town?’
 ‘Of course. Raffles, Mahmoud, and then the office.’
 Mahmoud inclined his head. ‘Yes, Sahib,’ he said and Charlie raised his eyebrows.
 ‘Please don’t call me Sahib. Makes me sound like some ridiculous tiger-hunting, pommy fool.’
 Annie ignored them, watching as the familiar roads of her past existence flew before her eyes.
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