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			Prologue

			
				1931: Weston-super-Mare, England
			

			The man smoothed down
				the lion’s paws with a sponge he’d dipped in a bucket of water, then
				withdrew a knife from a leather pouch at his waist. He glanced up at the waiting
				crowd, before bending his head and carefully sharpening the creature’s
				claws.

			The young girl, squatting a foot away,
				reached out to touch the lion’s mane with her fingertips.

			‘No!’ the man shouted, as he
				pushed the child away. ‘Not yet.’

			Her head hung for a moment, but then she
				glanced back over her shoulder, smiled shyly at the woman who stood watching, and
				swivelled back to keep her eyes on the creature.

			A gust of wind lifted a layer of sand
				and sent a thousand grains dancing and whirling. The man reacted quickly, dampening
				down the surface of the beast before more could be whisked away.

			The watching woman shivered. Her
				red-gold hair was cut close to her head, with a Marcel wave to keep it neat, and she
				wore a pale blue dress with darker blue cornflowers at the modest hemline, with only
				a thin white cotton cardigan to protect her from the sudden chill.

			Once he had satisfied himself that the
				animal was complete, the sculptor bowed, then walked round the crowd, an upturned
				hat in his hand. The woman listened to the chink of coins and dipped into her
				purse.

			The sound of horses’ hooves rang
				on the cobbled road behind the esplanade,
				but it was not they who drew the woman’s attention. Her eyes remained fixed on
				the little girl, now kneeling on the sand, and gathering handfuls that glistened
				silvery-gold in the pale sunlight.

			As the milling crowd dispersed, instead
				of their murmurs, or the noise of screaming seagulls and the waves of the ocean, the
				tap of hammer on metal filled the air. The woman glanced back at what had once been
				the grand pier, its elegant wrought ironwork bent out of shape by fire. She caught
				the scent of cockles in vinegar.

			‘Are you hungry?’ she asked
				the child.

			The little girl shook her head. There
				was hesitance, an uncertainty that revealed itself in the child’s slight
				blush.

			‘What about a liquorice
				stick?’

			The woman knelt down beside the child
				and drew close. Close enough to smell the sweetness of her hair. She took a long
				slow breath, and exhaled through lips that trembled only slightly. She stood, shook
				sand from the hem of her floral skirt, and took hold of the girl’s hand.

			‘Let’s run, shall
				we?’

			A look passed between them and they
				raced along the beach, kicking up sand and shells and stumbling and slipping until
				they reached the waiting nun.

			At heart the nun was not unfeeling, and
				with a kindly look she touched the woman’s shoulder. Just a fleeting touch
				that ensured the exchange would be smooth, tears kept at bay, and emotion
				restrained. The child tipped back her head and turned her hazel eyes on the two
				women, then beyond them to where red and blue flags lined the sandy sweep of the
				bay.

			For the woman, the day had begun with
				excitement and a sense of elation. Now it was almost over, she could not take her
				eyes from the child’s sharp-angled, stick-thin body. She patted the little
				girl’s auburn hair and fixed the moment in her memory.

			But it would be different for the child.
				As her memory receded and blended into the past, she would doubt: wonder if
				the day, the lion, and the woman existed
				only in her mind. She would seek to capture details of a time that could not be
				recovered. There would be resonance – a dress, a smile. Only that. And the woman
				would continue to stifle her sorrow.

			‘Come along,’ the nun said,
				and took the child’s hand. ‘We need to get on that tram, or we
				won’t reach the railway station in time.’

			The woman in the blue dress stepped
				away, then glanced back to look at the golden sand lion, aware the incoming tide
				would soon wash it away.
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				1955: Malaya
			

			They couldn’t
				see me beneath the house on stilts. But I spied on them. Our amah, and Fleur, my
				little sister. I heard sandals on the patio – flip-flop, flip-flop – and
				Fleur’s sobs as she ran. Then the swish of her old pink rabbit, dragged by its
				ears over the pebbled path.

			Amah’s shrill Chinese voice came
				after. ‘You come here now, Missy. You spoil rabbit. Carry him like
				that.’

			‘I don’t care! I don’t
				want to go,’ Fleur shouted back. ‘I like it here.’

			‘Me too,’ I whispered, and
				sniffed a mix of dead lizards and daddy-long-legs. I didn’t mind them.

			Beyond my earthy hideout, past the end
				of the garden, was the long grass, where nobody dared go. But I wasn’t scared
				of that either.

			What I was scared of was
				leaving.

			Later on, when the sky turned lavender,
				Daddy pointed out across the same view. Now, from an upstairs balcony, a Tiger beer
				in his hand, he looked past the lawns and over the hills. To England.

			‘It’s never warm enough
				there in January,’ he said, talking to himself and rubbing his jaw.
				‘With a raw wind that makes your cheekbones ache. Not like here. Nothing like
				here.’

			‘Daddy?’

			I watched his bony face, the large
				Adam’s apple and straight line of his mouth above. He swallowed, the apple
				rose and fell, and his eyes came back to me and Fleur, as if he’d just
				remembered us. He sort of smiled and gave us both a squeeze.

			‘Come on, you
				two. No need to look so miserable. We’ll have a great life in England. You
				like swinging from trees, don’t you, Em?’

			I nodded. ‘Well, yes, but
				–’

			‘What about you, Fleur?’ he
				broke in. ‘Plenty of streams to paddle in.’

			Fleur’s mouth remained turned
				down. I caught her eye and pulled a face; it sounded too much like the jungle to
				me.

			‘Come on,’ Dad said.
				‘You’re a big girl now, Emma. Nearly twelve. Set an example to your
				sister.’

			‘But, Daddy,’ I tried to
				tell him.

			He went to the door. ‘Emma,
				it’s settled. Sort out the books you want to take. That’ll keep you
				busy. Just a few, mind. Come along, Fleur.’

			‘But, Dad.’

			When he saw my tears, he paused.
				‘You’ll love it, if that’s what’s bothering you. I
				promise.’

			I felt very hot, and the thought of my
				mother made me catch my breath.

			He opened the door.

			‘But, Dad,’ I called after
				him, as he and Fleur went out. ‘Aren’t we going to wait for
				Mummy?’
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			Lydia dumped her
				dusty case. Out on the patio, her daughters’ bikes lay abandoned beside the
				jacaranda tree.

			‘Emma, Fleur,’ she called
				out. ‘Mummy’s home.’

			She stepped from the patio to glance
				down the pebble path that led to the long grass. As the sky darkened, an enormous
				moth, from the fringes of the jungle, smacked her in the cheek. She brushed its
				black dust off, then ducked back inside to escape the oncoming rain.

			‘Alec?’ she called again.
				‘I’m home.’

			Her husband’s clean-cut features
				came to mind, skin smelling strongly of soap from the Chinese market, light brown
				hair cut short back and sides. There was no reply.

			She fought off a pang of disappointment
				in the too-silent house. She’d sent a telegram, just as he’d asked; so
				where were her family? It was too hot to have gone for a walk. Were they at the pool
				perhaps, or maybe Alec had taken the girls for tea at the club?

			She climbed the stairs to her bedroom,
				glanced at a photo of Emma and Fleur on the bedside table, and felt such a surge of
				love. She had missed them.

			After undressing, she ran her fingers
				through her shoulder-length auburn hair, and flicked on the fan. Tired from the
				journey, and a month looking after a sick friend, she really needed a bath. She
				pulled open the wardrobe doors, stopped short, frowned. Her breath caught – none of
				Alec’s clothes were there. Throwing on her loosely woven kimono, she ran
				barefoot to her daughters’ room.

			Someone had left their wardrobe open,
				and she saw, straightaway, that it was practically empty. Just a few pairs of
				roughly folded shorts on the top shelf, and
				crumpled paper on the one beneath. Where were all of their clothes?

			What if, she thought, but the sentence
				died in her throat. She steadied her breathing. That’s what they want: the men
				in the jungle. To frighten us. She imagined what Alec would say: Hold your head
					up. Don’t let them win. But what can you expect to feel, when they
				throw a grenade into a marketplace packed with people?

			She spun round at the sound of a cry,
				and ran to the window. Her shoulders slumped. Just the flying foxes hanging in the
				tree.

			With one hand on her heart, she slid her
				fingers under the crumpled lining paper in the wardrobe and pulled out one of
				Em’s notebooks, hoping for a clue. She sat on the camphor wood chest, sniffed
				the comforting familiar smell, and clasped the notebook to her. She took a deep
				breath, then opened the notebook to read:

			
				
					The matriarch is a fat lady with a flabby neck. Her name is Harriet Parrott.
						She has raisin eyes and a shiny buttery nose which she tries to hide with
						powder. She slides on little feet in Chinese slippers, but wears long
						skirts, so you can only just see them at the edges.
				

			

			Harriet. Had they gone to Harriet?

			She stopped abruptly, grasped the edge
				of the chest, reeling from a rush of heat and the panic that was rising in her. Too
				much was missing. A note. Of course. He must have left a note. Or a message with the
				servants.

			She ran downstairs two at a time,
				missing her footing, diving into the downstairs rooms: living rooms, kitchen,
				scullery, the covered corridor to the servants’ day quarters, and the
				storehouses. Just a couple of abandoned crates remained, everywhere was dark and
				empty, the servants gone. No amah’s rocking chair, no cook’s day bed,
				all the gardener’s tools removed. She scanned the room – no note.

			She listened to the rain and, biting a
				fingernail, racked her brain, hardly able to
				think for air so heavy it weighed her down. She pictured her journey back home,
				hours squashed against the jammed train window, a hand cupped over her nose. The
				pungent odour of vomit from a sickly Indian boy. The distant gunfire.

			She doubled over, winded by their
				absence. Fought for breath. This couldn’t be. She was tired. She wasn’t
				thinking straight. There had to be a rational explanation. There had to be. Alec
				would have found a way to tell her if they’d had to leave. Wouldn’t
				he?

			She swivelled round and called their
				names, ‘Emma, Fleur.’ She choked back a sob and pictured
				Fleur’s dimpled chin, blue eyes, fair hair parted with a bow. Then, recalling
				the jungle mists that concealed desperate men, her worst fear overtook any remaining
				chance of rational hope. Sweat crawled under her kimono, her eyes began to smart and
				she covered her mouth with her palm.

			With trembling hands she picked up the
				phone to dial Alec’s boss. He’d know what had happened. He’d tell
				her what to do.

			Then, she sat with the phone in her lap,
				sweat growing cold on her skin, flies humming overhead, the sound of the fan
				churning, click, click, click, and the flutter of a moth’s wings beating the
				air. The line was dead.
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			In the taxi on our
				way to the port, I couldn’t understand why Mum hadn’t arrived home in
				time to come, even though Dad had said she would be back. On the last day at our
				house in Malacca, right up until the end, I’d hoped she would make it, kept
				rushing to the window to stare her home.

			Dad was hopeless at domestic things, and
				as Mum wasn’t there to organise the packing, I helped Amah do it. Fleur was
				only eight and would just get in the way.

			First, I picked out the pink gingham
				party dress Mum made for me, and slipped it into the trunk. With a full skirt and
				little puffy sleeves, it was the only dress I loved. I had cried when I grew too big
				for it and Fleur got to wear it.

			Dad came into our bedroom. ‘You
				won’t need party dresses,’ he said.

			‘Don’t they have parties in
				England?’

			He sighed. ‘Leave your Malayan
				clothes, that’s all I mean. And we do need to get a move on.’

			‘What’s going to happen to
				the things we’re leaving. Shall I put them back in the wardrobe?’

			‘No need. Amah will take care of
				them.’

			‘How long are we going for
				then?’

			My father cleared his throat but
				didn’t speak.

			I handed the dress to our amah,
				Mei-Lien, who added it to the growing pile of unwanted stuff.

			‘What about our Coronation
				clothes?’

			I held up Fleur’s white dress,
				decorated with red and blue braid, far too small now.

			He shook his head, but I slipped my
				prized Coronation edition of
					Dandy behind my back. With a golden horse and six white horses printed
				on the cover, it was too good to leave.

			‘Where’s Fleur?’

			Amah pointed outside.

			‘Cartwheeling, I suppose,’
				Dad said. ‘You two can manage on your own, can’t you?’

			I nodded.

			He was about to go, but glanced across
				at my bed and paused. ‘What’s that you’ve got?’

			‘I’ve written to
				Mummy.’ I picked up the envelope for him to see.

			‘Oh,’ he said, with raised
				brows. ‘What about?’

			‘Just how much I miss her, and
				that I’m looking forward to seeing her in England.’

			‘Okay. Give it to me.’

			‘I wanted to leave it on the hall
				table.’

			He held out his hand. ‘No need.
				I’ll take care of it.’

			‘I wanted to do it
				myself.’

			‘Emma, I’ve said I’ll
				take care of it.’

			I had no choice.

			‘Good girl,’ he said, and
				turned to leave.

			‘Daddy, before you go.’ I
				picked up Fleur’s rabbit. ‘What about this? Shall I pack it, or will
				Fleur want to have it in the cabin?’

			‘For heaven’s sake,’
				he said. ‘I haven’t time for minor details. Big changes are on their
				way, Emma, big changes.’

			I frowned, not so sure. It seemed to me
					big changes had already happened. More than three weeks before.
				That’s when they started, as far as I could tell.

			We’d been on our way home after a
				wedding. A rainy dark evening. At the party Mum had danced in a bright yellow dress,
				and high-heeled, crocodile-skin shoes. Mum is younger than Dad, and really
				beautiful, with lovely pale skin and hazel eyes. Dad didn’t dance because of
				his wartime injury. But it didn’t seem to stop him playing tennis. Once in the
				car, Mum rubbed her forehead with the tips
				of her fingers, and I knew he was angry.

			‘Slow down, Alec!’ my mother
				yelled. ‘I know you’re upset, but you’re going too fast.
				It’s wet. For heaven’s sake, look at the water.’

			I peeked out of the window. We were in
				the foothills and the road was swimming with water.

			From behind I saw the veins stand out in
				his neck, and I noticed one of Mum’s lizard earrings drop as she reached
				across to grab the wheel. I tried to tell her, but the car whizzed off to the other
				side of the road. With his foot still on the accelerator, Dad tried to twist us back
				over to the right side of the road, but he raced forward round a bend, and had to
				slam on the brakes.

			The car went over the edge with a loud
				bang, and wedged halfway into a storm ditch, beside a big clump of bamboo.

			Mother’s voice cracked. ‘For
				Christ’s sake, Alec. You’re off your goddamn rocker. Look what
				you’ve bloody well done now.’

			I knew we were in trouble because Mum
				didn’t swear, except when she thought we couldn’t hear, though I’d
				heard her swear when they’d both had too much to drink. I’d roll the
				sounds out, say them under my breath, daring to get a little bit louder each time
				and finding words to rhyme.

			I heard Mum plead with my dad.

			‘Don’t leave us here. What
				if there’s a road block?’ She sounded scared, but it didn’t stop
				Father.

			‘Here. Use that if you need
				to,’ he said, and threw a pistol on the driver’s seat. ‘Emma. Look
				after Fleur.’

			As soon as he left to get help, the
				jungle crept closer, with leaves the size of frying pans, and in the branches, eyes
				that blinked at you. Mum turned round and stopped sobbing, as if she’d
				suddenly remembered us sitting there, with our bare legs sticking to hot leather
				seats. ‘Emma, Fleur. Are you okay?’

			‘Yes, Mummy,’ we both said,
				Fleur’s voice more tearful than mine.

			‘It’s all right, darlings.
				Daddy’s just gone to get help.’ Her eyes flicked over us. She was trying
				to make it sound all right, but I suspected it wasn’t. I knew about terrorists in the
				jungle. They’d tie you to a tree, and chop off your head as soon as they
				clapped eyes on you. Then put it up on a pole. I squeezed my eyes shut, terrified of
				seeing a head grinning at me.

			Mum started humming.

			Soon it would be completely dark and the
				stars would come out, then it’d be better. Though on the subject of terror,
				Mother didn’t know that I’d seen even worse at the waxwork museum. Just
				past the shrunken heads, there was a Children Prohibited section. I
				didn’t stay. Only long enough to see tiny waxwork models of white women and
				children, pinned to the ground, still alive, their painted red mouths wide open in a
				scream. Coming towards them, driven by a Jap, was an enormous steamroller, normally
				used to flatten tarmac roads. Only this time it was being used to flatten those
				people. When I got outside I was sick in a rubbish bin.

			Japs were bad. Our parents said so.
				Though the people in the jungle now, the ones they called terrorists, they were
				Chinese. I didn’t understand. Our amah, Mei-Lien, was Chinese and I loved her.
				Why was it that Japs were bad before, but now Chinese people, though only some? It
				didn’t make sense.

			Our car was stuck well off the main road
				and almost where the bandits were. But even deeper in the jungle lived the spirits
				who ate children. Our gardener, whose mouth was red from chewing betel nut, told
				us.

			‘If you ever get lost in the
				jungle, watch out for the hantu hantuan,’ he said. He narrowed his
				eyes in a scary way, but it was confusing because he never told us what they looked
				like.

			‘Emma, can you move your arms and
				legs?’ Mum asked.

			I wriggled them to show I could.

			‘Fleur?’

			Fleur tried and could move her arms and
				her left leg; but when she moved the other, she cried out.

			‘It’s probably bruised. Get
				her shoe off before it swells, Emma.’

			I did it, though Fleur struggled.
				‘I don’t like it. Where’s Daddy?’

			I told her she had
				to keep quiet and that Daddy had gone to get help. She sniffed a bit, made a few
				moany noises, and then stayed still.

			It was evening time, but in the distance
				the sound of an explosion broke up the quiet.

			‘Mummy!’ we both yelled.

			‘Shhh! It’s nowhere near
				us.’

			The sky started to turn brown, and white
				mist slid down from the mountaintop. But at least we weren’t properly in the
				hills. Because ‘Ada bukit, ada paya’ – where there are hills
				there are swamps. And they would swallow you whole.

			Eventually Dad came back with an
				armoured truck that had been on its way back to Malacca. We had to get out while the
				soldiers pulled the car out of the storm ditch, and by the time we went to bed, it
				was much later than we’d ever been to bed before.

			The next day, Mum didn’t pick us
				up from school. Dad did. With an I’m not in the mood for questions
				face, he ignored us when we asked where Mummy was. Just said we were going away to
				England.

			Back home, we rushed upstairs to see if
				Mum was there. She wasn’t. I smelt the lemongrass outside our bedroom window
				and thought of her big smile and wavy hair. She’d pin it up, with an orange
				bird of paradise flower, but by lunch it all came tumbling down. And she was always
				singing, even first thing.

			‘Come on, Em,’ Fleur said.
				‘She’s not here. Let’s play outside.’

			I shook my head.

			Fleur went out to cartwheel, her ankle
				fine. She always made a fuss.

			I brushed my hair. It’s curlier
				than Mum’s, and redder. Feral hair, Mum calls it. Then I felt under my pillow
				for my notebook. But as well as my notebook, an envelope came out, addressed to
				Fleur and me. What a funny place to leave a letter, I thought, as I tore it
				open.

			
				Darlings, I read.

				
					Suzanne phoned today. I am so sorry, but I have to go to help her.
						She’s been diagnosed with a dreadful illness and just isn’t able
						to cope on her own. Her husband, Eric, ought to be back from Borneo in a
						couple of weeks, so I shouldn’t be awfully much longer than that. Take
						care of yourselves. Be good. Daddy and Mei-Lien know what to do about
						school. You can go on the bus. I know how you always want to. If you need
						any help, get Amah to call Cicely or Harriet Parrott. Their addresses are in
						the red book.
				

				
					All my love, Mummy
				

			

			I put it back under my pillow, and went
				out to hide under the house.

			It was our last day, and more than
				three weeks since Mum had gone. Just before we left to go to the ship, Amah was
				still folding useful clothes into our trunk. Trousers, underwear, a sweater or two.
				I didn’t really care. My pink gingham party dress sat on the pile of unwanted
				stuff, and I sat on the bed, thinking of the Holy Infant College, my
				school. Next to a row of palm trees, it was painted white, and there were add-on
				rooms, with no glass in the windows. Just bamboo shutters that got closed up when we
				went home.

			I felt sad. We wouldn’t be going
				to school there any more, but my biggest sadness was it looked like we’d be
				gone before Mum came home. Because if that happened, she’d come back to an
				empty house. I was pleased that, at least, she’d have my letter.

			Mei-Lien picked up my school tunic.
				‘You want keep?’

			I looked at it and shook my head.
				‘No point.’

			‘Daddy say we finish pack now. No
				daydream. Go now.’

			I took the tunic, folded it neatly, and
				put it on top of the pile. I put Mum’s note in the trunk, then slipped in a
				framed photo of her, hazel eyes all crinkled up. Last of all, I put Fleur’s
				pink rabbit in. If she had it in the cabin
				with her, it might get lost, or even end up overboard.

			Half an hour later, we drove off without
				Mum. A lorry had come to take the trunks, and the taxi was taking Dad, Fleur, and
				me. As we left Malacca, I looked out at the sea, and wound down the window to smell
				the wild orchids. They were nice, but my mind was full of questions, and I had to
				pinch my skin really hard to stop the tears.
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			At the sprawling
				colonial residence, the Malay servant led Lydia through a large, glass-ceilinged
				hall, with a crystal chandelier. A framed picture of the queen faced you as you
				entered, the floor was tiled in black and silver chequered marble, and heavy
				furniture edged the pale green walls. The formality, intended to impress, made her
				heart pound.

			Harriet Parrott’s husband, George,
				was District Officer, or DO as they were generally referred to. Apart from the
				Commissioner, it was the highest position you could hold in the British
				Administration of Malaya, with a key role supporting Britain’s armed forces.
				If he doesn’t know, she thought, who will?

			The hall led to a veranda, where she was
				asked to wait under the shade of a mature angsana tree. Glad of protection from the
				morning sun, she looked about and tried to steady her breath. At the front of the
				lawn, a crimson-bellied sunbird flew over two bushes of fragrant golden hibiscus. In
				the distance, coconut palms stretched tall trunks to the sky.

			This felt all wrong. It was time to take
				the children to school. She closed her eyes and saw herself drive there, but her
				head felt muddled. Something stopped her, like in a bad dream. A voice kept
				repeating, Where are the girls? Where are they? She saw the main school buildings in
				her mind’s eye, and willed the girls to race across the gravel at the front,
				satchels flying.

			An aroma of chilli-pepper reached her
				from the kitchens. She felt her throat close. Was it Friday today? She managed to
				swallow. Whatever day it was, there would be no drive to school, and once the heat
				descended, it was impossible to travel without a car. She looked out at the blue
				sky. The car. She hadn’t checked the
				garage. Could it be that Alec’s driver had taken them somewhere in an official
				car instead?

			At the sound of footsteps, she turned to
				see a tall, heavy-bosomed woman approach: Harriet, poised and self-assured. Orange
				lips in a plump face full of powdered wrinkles, dyed black hair loosely piled on top
				of her head, and, famous for her citrus colours, she wore only silk. Today it was
				green and yellow. And though Em’s description of her was less than flattering,
				Lydia could see why her daughter called her the matriarch.

			‘Lydia. Dear,’ said Mrs
				Parrott, holding out her fleshy hand, nails lacquered in Chinese orange. She wore a
				half smile in sharp, black eyes.

			Aware of the early hour, Lydia gulped,
				her skin flushing deeply. ‘I’m so sorry – but the phone’s
				down,’ she said.

			Mrs Parrott inclined her head, and
				settled herself into a wide rattan armchair. Lydia perched on the edge of her own
				and took a deep breath.

			‘Alec and the children
				aren’t at home. Everything’s gone.’ Her voice rose as she raced
				through the words, and she held her hands together to stop them shaking. ‘I
				came by taxi. Sorry it’s so early. I don’t know what to do. As
				Alec’s boss, do you think George might?’

			Harriet raised high pencil-drawn
				eyebrows. ‘My dear. Have you no idea? Have you been to the police?’

			Lydia shook her head, holding back
				tears. ‘I should’ve gone last night, but I didn’t dare leave the
				house. Stupid of me. I thought they might come back.’

			‘Maybe no need. I’m sure
				George will know. Thick as thieves, Alec and George.’ She picked up the hand
				bell. ‘You’re lucky. He’s working from home.’

			Within minutes her thin-hipped houseboy,
				Noor, was sent off to bring the master to the salon. Immediately.

			Lydia stared out of the window and
				prayed Harriet was right. She heard George’s deep voice echoing off the walls
				of the corridor leading from his office.
				Even from where she sat, Lydia could tell he was annoyed.

			‘What’s all this, Harriet? I
				am busy,’ he said, exploding on to the patio, his large square frame filling
				the doorway.

			Without missing a beat, Harriet
				indicated Lydia, sitting sideways to him.

			‘Lydia is desperate to know where
				Alec and the children are.’

			Dressed in tropical linens, George came
				round to face Lydia, his heavy eyebrows meeting in the middle. He coughed, ran a
				hand through short salt and pepper hair and scratched his chin. ‘Sorry.
				Didn’t see you there.’

			She stared up at the sweat shining on
				the skin above his top lip.

			There was the slightest pause.

			‘I thought he’d have left
				instructions,’ he said, puffing out red cheeks. ‘Been posted north. Up
				at Ipoh. Bit of a rush job. The chap running financial admin up there kicked the
				bucket suddenly. Heart I think.’

			She let out her breath, felt the room
				spin, put a hand to her chest. ‘Oh my Lord. Thank you. That explains
				everything. Thank you so much, George. I knew there had to be an explanation. His
				note must be missing.’

			‘Alec went ahead a few days ago.
				Maybe he left instructions with the bank. You know, in case the house was
				reallocated before you got back.’

			Harriet nodded. ‘That makes
				sense.’

			‘Bad roads to Ipoh,’ George
				said.

			‘How long will it take?’

			‘A couple of days by car,
				depending on land mines and what have you. Longer by bus, of course. By train could
				be best. Fantastic Moorish station at Ipoh.’

			‘I could phone Alec. Ask him to
				meet me there.’

			‘No phones or postal service
				working in the district. Lines all cut. Terrific chaos. Not as bad as getting to
				Penang, but still.’ He dashed off, mumbling a few words to Harriet as he
				passed.

			‘Can you let me have the
				address?’ Lydia called after him.

			He looked back
				over his shoulder. ‘Just the rest house up there. Larger than usual, fifty or
				so rooms I believe. Temporary, until they get allocated a house, but they should
				still be there. Best be careful, travelling alone in the Emergency.’

			There was a silence as he headed for the
				door.

			Harriet peered at her.

			‘I’m not going to give you
				the third degree, but you don’t seem too good. A bit less Rita Hayworth than
				your usual look.’

			Lydia dabbed the moisture from her
				hairline and slapped at the flies settling on her skin. At thirty-one, she was
				shapely and vivacious, and knew how to make a splash, but apart from the hair, the
				resemblance to the film star was slight.

			‘An old friend has polio. Suzanne
				Fleetwood. I’ve just got back. I hated having to leave the children for so
				much longer than I expected, almost a month actually, but her husband is in Borneo
				and she couldn’t reach him. You know he’s in intelligence.’

			Harriet shot a look at George’s
				disappearing back.

			Lydia sighed. ‘I know. Keep it
				under my hat. The awful thing is they’re shipping her back to England in an
				iron lung.’

			‘A sad business. You will have
				been a great help to her. But you must feel better now, knowing where your family
				are?’

			Lydia’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh
				yes. It’s just I was so looking forward to seeing them again.’

			‘Have you had
				breakfast?’

			She shook her head.

			Harriet’s lips tightened.
				‘Right. I propose to get something brought out. You know as well as I do that
				one must keep up one’s strength in this God-awful climate, or one’s done
				for. I should know.’

			Lydia raised her brows.

			‘Oh, it was nothing in particular,
				but if you don’t take care of yourself you’ll go downhill damn fast.
				Now, will pancakes do you?’

			With no wind to stir the air, Lydia
				felt damp beneath her clothes. She walked quickly, glancing up. Only distant specks
				of cloud littered the clear horizon, with
				not a sign of rain. She hopped on a local bus back to Malacca, and made her way
				through noisy streets, where, trapped within narrow alleyways, the air was already
				thickening with the smell of saltfish frying and open latrines. She fought the
				choking sensation in her throat.

			At the bank, two ceiling fans
				ineffectively blew warm air. She waited in the queue, scalp prickling. At the
				Parrotts’ she’d made light of it, but now she felt edgy about the
				journey ahead. She went through a list in her head. Bus timetable for a start, train
				times too, check the garage, pack. How far was Ipoh? All she could remember was that
				it was in the Kinta Valley. A hundred miles? No. More like two hundred. Two hundred
				miles of possibly mined roads. And, if she had to go by bus, it might take days.

			In her haste, that morning, she
				hadn’t pinned up her hair. Hands clasped behind her head, she lifted the heavy
				bulk off her neck and flicked the hairs that clung to her face. Most English women
				opted to crop their hair; she hadn’t. Symbol of womanhood, Sister Patricia
				used to say, but the other women had the right idea; she’d get it chopped. She
				shuffled forward, flexing her shoulders to release the tension building there.

			She thought of her girls, imagined
				herself in the car, waiting as they came out of school, waving and waving, tearing
				along the flower-lined paths that wound between squat buildings. At the makeshift
				stall opposite, lollipops stuck like flags into a board, sold for a couple of cents.
				The ones she allowed only on Fridays. It wasn’t just the sugar that bothered
				her, it was the combined sale of sweets and gambling, for concealed round the end of
				just one or two was the prize of a one-dollar note.

			She shook her head. She didn’t
				want them learning that so young. You had to be so careful.

			At last she reached the front of the
				queue. The young Malay, with soft wavy hair and dusky skin, smiled.

			‘I need to withdraw some
				money,’ she said.

			He inclined his head. ‘Certainly,
				madam.’

			‘Cartwright. The name’s
				Cartwright.’

			He turned to face
				a bank of filing cabinets, and after a moment, withdrew a file.

			‘I think fifty dollars should do
				it.’

			He flashed her a look, then bent back
				down to study the papers.

			She frowned. ‘Is there a
				problem?’

			‘According to this balance,
				there’s only fifteen dollars left in the account.’

			‘But that’s
				ridiculous,’ she said, cheeks burning. ‘We were nowhere near the red
				last month.’

			The man’s lips tightened.
				‘Mr Cartwright came in a few days ago and withdrew a large sum.’

			‘Did he say anything?’

			‘Something about a
				journey.’

			‘He didn’t leave a letter
				for me?’

			‘I’m sorry. Just that from
				now on he’d be using a different bank. He left fifteen dollars, and instructed
				me to close the account after it was withdrawn.’

			Lydia took a deep breath, and let it out
				very slowly through her mouth.

			‘So he left no other
				instructions?’

			The man shook his head.

			Finely balanced, she managed to keep
				hold of her temper. The important thing was to get to her girls. But fifteen dollars
				to get all the way to Ipoh? It wasn’t the teller’s fault, but what was
				going on?
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			Dad told us not to
				budge, but to wait beside some metal stairs on the deck, while he went down to talk
				to one of the ship’s stewards about our cabins. I stood still and listened to
				the sounds.

			‘Shush,’ I said to my sister
				as we leant against the damp rails and looked into the stairwell. ‘Can’t
				you hear them?’

			Fleur pulled a face.
				‘No.’

			I frowned. It wasn’t difficult to
				hear footsteps that echoed in the salty gangways below.

			‘This ship is haunted,’ I
				whispered, and made a scary face. My sister rolled her eyes and turned away.

			‘Sorry. Come on, Mealy Worm,
				let’s run.’

			Mum’s favourite name was Emma. Her
				lizard earrings had the letters E and M engraved on the back. It was my name, but
				also Fleur’s second name was Emilia, sometimes known as Floury Millie, or
				Mealy Worm by me.

			We ran up and down the deck shouting to
				each other, and when we were out of breath we doubled over and held our sides. Then
				stood to watch the ocean, as the red sun dropped into the water, and the day was
				gobbled up. Spots of pink and yellow bobbed up and down in water as dark as
				liquorice, and the sound of sea birds carried all the way from the harbour to our
				deck.

			‘See the traders, sailing across
				in sampans,’ I said.

			‘What’s sampans?’

			‘Little boats, silly. Can’t
				you see?’

			We shrieked as they ducked out of the
				way of bigger boats to come alongside our ship, their reflected lantern lights
				wobbling in the water. Men stood up and shouted, then passed stuff up in large
				baskets. We got told off by the sailors, but not before we saw sparkly oriental
				slippers and strings of glittery beads. To
				Fleur and me, running up and down, the ship felt like fairyland – until we saw our
				father.

			‘I don’t want to spoil your
				fun,’ he said, as he marched over. ‘But you can’t run wild out
				here.’

			‘But, Daddy!’

			‘No buts, Emma.’

			‘We won’t go too
				close,’ Fleur pleaded.

			‘Nice try, sweetie, but no dice.
				Only with an adult, out here, especially at night. Never on your own. And I thought
				I told you to wait by the stairs.’

			‘Not fair,’ I grumbled under
				my breath.

			‘I mean it, Emma. Anything could
				happen.’

			I didn’t say a word, but listened
				for ghostly voices behind the deck chairs, and imagined a shadowy figure creeping up
				to tip me over. And if not that, the sea would pull me from the deck and into the
				place where Orpheus danced with water sprites. I’d learnt about Orpheus at
				school.

			‘Emma?’

			‘Okay.’

			We went inside with him, but I crossed
				my fingers behind my back. I couldn’t help myself. I loved the ocean as the
				world turned purple and then darkest inky black.

			In secret, I pretended it was an
				adventure, and waited until Fleur was asleep. Then I slipped out of the cabin, crept
				up the narrow metal staircase to the deck, and waited until nobody was about. I ran
				across to one of the lifeboats. It was quite high off the deck, but I found a crate
				someone had left behind, stood on it and hauled myself over, head first into the
				boat. I rolled on to my back and looked up at the sky. The air was still warm, and
				all the stars were out. The little boat shook if I moved, so I kept very still, just
				like the sea.

			It reminded me of lying on the grass in
				our garden, and watching clouds fly over like puffs of sherbet lemon. I had to
				remember as much as I could, because I didn’t know when we were coming back.
				When a little voice in my head said if you’re coming back, I sat up and stared at the sea. I hugged
				myself and took a deep breath of salty air. I wanted to jump into the water and swim
				back to the place where Mummy was. But the quiet sea made me feel calm, and I stayed
				in the lifeboat until I got too cold.

			We shared our dining table with Mr
				Oliver and his sister. Her name was Veronica, and his was Sidney. Veronica was tall
				and thin, nearly as tall as Dad, with soft swishy skirts, tight blonde pin curls and
				a quiet voice. She patted her hair to keep it tidy. Both of them had white skin, as
				if they’d lived hidden away from the Malayan sun, though her cheeks were pink,
				as pink as the tiny glass beads that sat round her neck. She seemed to like us,
				especially Father, smiling with pretty blue eyes and giggling at his jokes.

			Mr Oliver and Veronica were late for
				lunch, and we were alone at the table. While we waited, Dad told us she had a flat
				in London but used to live in a place called Cheltenham, not far from where we were
				going. He said hers was an unhappy story, and that we should be kind to her. She
				didn’t have any children of her own, and her husband had been a schoolmaster,
				a man who’d died from a sickness called cholera.

			‘What’s cholera,’ I
				asked. ‘Does it make your eyes pop out?’

			He sighed heavily. ‘No, Emma, it
				does not. It just makes you very tired and grey until you get worse.’

			‘And then you die.’

			He nodded. ‘Probably.’

			In the background, Doris Day was singing
				one of my mum’s favourites: ‘Secret Love’. I felt sad
				when I thought of Mum’s pretty oval face and her shining eyes. The hazel
				colour was speckled with green and blue like the tail of a peacock-pheasant, and one
				of her eyebrows was a bit higher than the other. I liked to sit and watch her try to
				make them level. She never could.

			It was a Malay meal for lunch, with the
				sweet smell of kaffir lime leaves, which I loved. The pudding table wasn’t
				great, but I still ate too much peach melba and had a tummy ache. I asked Daddy if I could leave the table and go
				to my cabin to lie down.

			Veronica smiled at him. Tanned from
				being outdoors so much, Father was lined and kind of dry, and he wore round
				tortoiseshell specs. I noticed he’d made even more of an effort than usual to
				look smart.

			‘I’ll look after Fleur if
				you like,’ Veronica said, in a bubbly voice. ‘Then Emma can have an
				undisturbed sleep and wake up feeling better.’

			In the cabin, I lay on top of the blue
				candlewick bedspread, ears buzzing. I was on the bottom bunk, Fleur’s, because
				I didn’t want to climb a ladder with my stomach hurting. Our tiny cabin smelt
				stale and salty. You could hear the ship hum, and the waves thump against its sides.
				I shut my eyes and the noise of the engine quickly sent me to sleep.

			A little later, a tap at the door woke
				me, and Mr Oliver came in. I suspected Dad must have sent him to see how I was,
				though I was surprised he came, and not his sister.

			He sat on the edge of my bed, out of
				breath and puffing.

			‘Shove over a bit, love,’ he
				said, with a grin.

			His face was so close I could see broken
				red veins in his nose.

			‘Close your eyes, my dear,’
				he said, and started to stroke my forehead ever so softly. I forgot it was him and
				at first it was nice. It reminded me of Mummy. I drifted in a sickly sort of dream.
				I missed her so much and Dad wouldn’t say when she was coming. But then I had
				a funny feeling in my tummy and my legs. Something didn’t feel quite right,
				and I let out my breath when Mr Oliver left me on my own.

			When we entered the Bay of Biscay,
				silver clouds rushed across the sky, and at lunch the boat was rolling. Mr Oliver
				squeezed in next to me, and beneath the table put a sweaty hand on my bare thigh. I
				didn’t like it. I shuffled my body away from him, and pushed myself back in
				the seat. He winked at me and my cheeks burnt. Everyone was busy talking about the
				weather, so no one saw my face.

			After lunch, I
				stayed on deck to watch the world turn black. Lucky for me, Mr Oliver wasn’t a
				good sailor, and was first to disappear to his cabin. Then Fleur was sick, so Dad
				and Veronica took her down too. Dad told me to follow them, but it made me feel
				better being out on my own, so I stayed. It was for the best. The water leapt higher
				and higher, the deck shuddered and shook, and even some of the sailors were
				sick.

			I found my sea legs, and shrieked as
				huge waves flew over the deck, knocking me from side to side. Birds screamed, the
				wind roared, and I forgot Mr Oliver’s hot hand, even forgot that we’d
				left my mum behind. I stayed out to breathe great gulps of salty smelling air, and
				afterwards, ran my hand over the crusty handrails and licked the crystals from the
				tips of my fingers. They tasted as fishy and salty as they smelt.

			The rest of our journey passed quickly,
				and on the last day I woke up before it was light. I climbed on a chair to look
				through the cabin porthole, and could just make out a long dark shape in the
				distance. My first sight of England. When the ship tied up later that morning, I
				scrambled up the stairs and on to the slippery deck. For a minute I looked at the
				pale sky. Then I closed my eyes, said a prayer for my beautiful mother, blew her a
				kiss across the sea, and asked her to get here soon.

			At the Liverpool dock, crowds of people
				blocked the way, and there was an oily smell in the air. Men in cloth caps coiled
				ropes round heavy metal stops on the quay, and the air was full of the jangly sound
				of bells, wheels, newspaper sellers, and swinging crates that banged and thumped on
				the ground. Most of all it was people shouting. You had to jump out of the way,
				because nobody could see you through the mist. Smog, Dad called it.

			I felt very small, and took a deep
				breath while I waited, as if the bright future Dad had promised would be there to
				meet me. It wasn’t. It was smelly, cold and grey. I never knew what grey was
					until then, and wanted to slip my hand
				into Mummy’s, for her to smile at me and say, ‘Everything’s going
				to be fine. You’ll see.’

			When he saw me looking upset, Dad did
				say it, but it wasn’t the same.

			We had to kiss Veronica and a
				green-looking Mr Oliver goodbye. I screwed up my face, and as soon as it was over,
				ran off down the edge of the dock. It was a freezing February day, and the run
				warmed me up.

			‘Don’t go too close,’
				Dad shouted.

			I didn’t go far. My feet hurt.
				Fleur and I usually played in flip-flops or barefoot, Dad laughing and calling us
				savages. Now we’d been forced into brown shoes with a strap and a button. And
				long itchy socks. We both complained loudly, though we showed off the red jackets
				that Mum had knitted ready for the next home leave. There’d only been one
				leave that I remembered, which had left me with a fuzzy idea of this place called
				England.

			Thinking of Mum hurt my heart so
				much.

			So far Dad had given no reason for her
				delay but I asked again at the dockside.

			He took off his specs, wiped them on his
				sleeve, puffed out his cheeks and simply said, ‘She’s not here at the
				moment. I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you.’

			‘But when is she
				coming?’

			‘Emma, I don’t
				know.’

			‘You did leave her the letter I
				wrote?’

			‘Of course.’

			Mum’s probably held up, I thought.
				Maybe Dad won’t say because he doesn’t want to make a promise, and have
				to disappoint us, if he gets it wrong. But it didn’t stop my imagination. And
				I saw my mother everywhere we went. Even in the big draughty waiting room where we
				waited for a porter, and where the smell of soot and smoke made your eyes smart. And
				though Mummy wasn’t really there, I imagined a fine line that wound halfway round the world. It was the
				invisible thread that stretched from west to east and back again; one end was
				attached to my mother’s heart and the other to mine. And, I knew, whatever
				might happen, that thread would never be broken.
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			Lydia looked back
				over her shoulder, as a jeep of khaki-clad Malay police armed with machine guns
				drove by. Since MNLA guerrillas had killed the British High Commissioner, Sir Henry
				Gurney, in 1951, nobody felt safe. She placed a hand on her throat, then tapped at
				the door of Cicely’s Portuguese town house, a beautiful pale pink building
				with decorative arched windows and a colonnaded walkway beneath. Moments later she
				was shown through to an airy room at the back, painted pale blue, a through draught
				lending some relief from the scorching day.

			She wheeled round as Cicely entered the
				room, hands outstretched, nails shimmering in icy pink to match her pale shift
				dress.

			‘Darling. What an unexpected
				pleasure,’ Cicely said, her voice low, the vowels elongated.

			An elegant beauty, with swinging
				platinum hair, a light tan and deep plum lips, she tucked her long limbs under with
				implicit boredom as she sat. One dyed calfskin shoe with a high, ultra-thin heel
				hung from her toe.

			‘I’m sorry … but I need your
				help. It’s very awkward.’ Lydia hesitated and straightened her back,
				trying to find a way to say it without arousing pity.

			Cicely coolly raised one, expertly
				plucked, arched eyebrow. Neither of them was the kind of colonial wife absorbed by
				digestive disturbances or household tittle-tattle, and it had been inevitable
				they’d become friends, of sorts.

			Lydia resisted the urge to tidy her hair
				and forced herself to speak. ‘I’m sorry to have to ask this, but could
				you lend me some money?’

			Her friend’s sparkling eyes,
				somewhere between topaz and emerald green,
				flared with delight. ‘Oh, darling, what on earth has happened?’

			Lydia proceeded cautiously. Cicely
				wasn’t malicious exactly, but was, so Alec had it, caught in a loveless
				marriage, and living with tales of her husband’s affairs. There was a pause.
				Only the drone of the fan stirred the air, as Lydia wondered how much to reveal.

			In the old Chinese quarter, they
				elbowed their way through the flowing current of people and dodged an army of
				bicycle-pulled rickshaws. Cicely led her through a backstreet market, where mah-jong
				players provided a clickety-clack chorus to bright blue birds singing in bamboo
				cages.

			Cicely nodded and smiled, rubbing
				shoulders with Chinese shopkeepers and Malay street hawkers. She stopped beside a
				bucket of live deep-sea crabs, and came away with packets of food. Lydia’s
				eyes widened, acutely aware of the sour sewer smell drifting across.

			‘You must try this, darling.
				Utterly delicious.’ Cicely smiled, and stuffed a taste of banana leaf curry
				into Lydia’s mouth. ‘Come on, sweetie. It’ll be all right. You
				worry too much. Though I can’t think why Alec didn’t leave enough money
				for you to follow him. What a shit.’

			At the end of an alley, beside lurid
				posters advertising Lucky Strike cigarettes, Cicely stopped outside a shop with a
				dragon painted on a red hanging sign. She leant against the doorpost with willowy
				sex appeal, ignoring the rigid watchman who sat there with a shotgun on his lap.

			‘Here we are,’ she said. Her
				narrow face spread in a wide grin, the single row of pearls at her neck
				gleaming.

			Next door was a herbalist and snake
				charmer. He stood outside his shop, a burly Indian, chewing betel. Lydia eyed the
				snake baskets.

			‘Don’t worry,
				darling.’ Cicely laughed, and pushed open the door. ‘The cobras always
				sleep until sundown.’

			Inside the shop
				Lydia held her nose, but it reeked only of cheap incense and coconut oil. The
				Chinaman behind the counter wore an embroidered red gown, and what looked like a
				hostile stare. Lydia’s eyes slid over to Cicely who, without flinching,
				emptied a bag of charm bracelets, gold earrings and half a dozen necklaces on to the
				counter.

			Sweat broke out on Lydia’s
				forehead, and she felt herself redden. ‘But these are real gems.’

			Cicely shrugged and squeezed her hand.
				‘Mainly Chinese tat. Honestly. Don’t worry. Now, have you got photos of
				your scrumptious girls?’

			Lydia bent her head, reached into her
				crammed bag and pulled out a purse. Inside were two small photos, one of Emma and
				one of Fleur, taken in a booth at the zoo. She looked at Fleur gazing out with a
				slight squint and Alec’s serious eyes, and then at Em’s lopsided grin.
				The photo revealed her elder daughter’s straight nose and angular face, but
				fell short of capturing laughing turquoise eyes, and sun shining through flaming
				curly hair. It can’t show how tall she is for her age, nor how clever, she
				thought with pride.

			‘She’s very grown up,’
				Cicely said.

			‘Who?’

			‘Emma, of course. Fleur’s
				prettier, but hardly speaks.’

			Lydia thought of her younger daughter
				and her heart skipped a beat. Since having pneumonia, Fleur was more withdrawn than
				ever. ‘She speaks, but Em loves words. Even when she was only three, she
				pretended she could read.’

			‘Seems old for twelve.’

			Lydia blinked rapidly. ‘Nearly
				twelve.’

			Cicely put a comforting hand on her
				shoulder. ‘Right,’ she said, picking up a locket on a silver chain from
				the counter. ‘My present. Round your neck is always safest in this country.
				And look after the cash. Don’t worry, you’ll catch up with them soon
				enough. And that lean husband of yours.’

			Lydia nodded, unable to identify the
				source of her unease. She didn’t
				like being parted from her girls, ever, and the hazards of a separation during the
				Emergency were alarmingly clear. But was there something more than that?

			‘And then you’ll long for a
				bit of peace and quiet. I don’t know how you do it. Being a mum, I
				mean.’

			I love them, Lydia thought, that’s
				how.

			‘And Jack. How do you feel about
				him?’

			Lydia felt a flush spread up her chest
				to her face, and fought off the urge to unburden herself of her essentially
				unacknowledged feelings.

			Cicely narrowed her eyes. ‘Well, I
				couldn’t be a mother. Now let’s get that hair chopped.’

			At last, a brief shower brought rain
				splattering from the gutters, not enough to really cool the sticky air, but enough
				to freshen her. She struggled to push aside wet purple bougainvillea, encroaching on
				the garage door. Everything grew so fast. The door squealed as she jerked it open,
				and she saw the solid shape of the Humber Hawk parked there. She glanced inside,
				relaxed a little. The keys were still in the ignition. At least Alec had left the
				car. She slid into the driver’s seat to check the petrol gauge.

			In her bedroom it didn’t take long
				to roll up some practical clothes into a couple of holdalls. As she slipped out of
				her damp dress, the emptiness of the house jolted her. In the silence she sniffed
				the air. It lacked the usual smell of polish and now they were gone it didn’t
				smell like home. She touched the silk of her Indian dresses, run up by herself in
				unexpected colour combinations: pink and orange, green and peacock blue, lacquer red
				with black. Her favourite dress style had an oriental touch, but she decided on a
				sensible navy dress, less likely to show the dirt. The Indian dresses she left, but
				packed two sequinned evening dresses, too good to leave behind.

			She slipped Emma’s notebook into
				the bag. How very much she craved the girls: the touch and smell of them. Her skin
					prickled with anticipation, but she
				resisted the desire to read the notebook. She’d be seeing her daughters soon
				enough.

			Back in the hallway, something was odd.
				There were sounds of life. Maybe George was mistaken and Alec had come back for her
				after all. Her heart picked up. Maybe they’d been to the island and
				hadn’t even gone up to Ipoh yet. She pictured the deep green island waters,
				the salty breezes and the lemon oil she smeared on the children’s skin.

			There was a sequence of sounds from the
				kitchen: a sniff, a smothered sob, and the sound of rapid Chinese. One of the
				servants then. She marched over to the kitchen and threw open the door, shading her
				eyes from the sun’s low afternoon rays, as sharp as knives.

			In the corner a slight girl with drawn
				features, black hair in a top knot, and frightened almond-shaped eyes, sat
				cross-legged on the floor. A young child, also with straight Chinese hair, sat on
				her lap, and hid his face in her chest. In baggy blue trousers, barefoot, with a
				beaded anklet on one leg, he looked undernourished. Lydia stared, sure she’d
				seen the girl leave their house once before.

			‘Mem.’ The girl got up, a
				well of misery in her eyes. ‘I am Suyin. This my sister’s
				boy.’

			There’s something familiar, Lydia
				thought, as she took in the girl’s shiny tunic.

			‘What’s the child’s
				name?’

			‘Maznan Chang, Mem. He was at
				hospital. Cannot go home. Please, he go with you.’

			Lydia glanced at her watch, but the
				girl, rigid and pale, pitched headfirst into her plea.

			‘The jungle not safe for him. They
				hurt him.’

			The boy stood, and pulled up his shirt
				to reveal a red welt across his side. Lydia saw that besides being thin he was very
				dirty, and the injury was obviously recent.

			‘He help you, Mem. He speak Malay
				and Chinese.’

			‘He looks so young.’

			‘He is
				seven, small for age.’

			The boy turned damp eyes on Lydia, and
				gave a wary smile. She was taken aback. Pretty like a girl, he had a flat face and
				fullnostrilled Malayan nose, but pale eyes, and skin with a touch of amber, lighter
				than most Malays. Only his hair looked Chinese. He smiled again, displaying a row of
				even teeth.

			She sized things up, pushing aside the
				pinch of anxiety about the delay. An image of Emma flashed in her head and she heard
				her daughter’s voice as if she was in the next room. Hurry up, Mummy.
					Aren’t you here yet?! I’ve got a new story to tell you. She
				closed her eyes and felt her heart constrict.

			‘Mem?’ the girl said,
				interrupting her.

			‘Why is he not safe?’ Lydia
				asked.

			‘His mother. She run away to
				inside.’ The girl waited to see a reaction before pressing her point.
				‘She in jungle

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		
	
		
			Epilogue

			
				1958: Three months later, England
			

			Three years I
				lived without my mother. Now, when we talk about the lost years, we put on brave
				faces, and say at least it made us stronger.

			Mum watches us constantly, can’t
				allow a moment’s inattention. In a locket round her neck, she has a photo of
				me and one of Fleur, never takes it off, except in the bath. When I look at my
				picture, I see a kid with an observant face, a lopsided grin, and a smear on the end
				of her nose. Hard to remember who I was then, but sometimes I feel I can stare
				myself back into the past, make it live again. And there we’d be, Mum, Fleur
				and me, and it would still be only 1955, and none of this would ever have
				happened.

			When we went into Dad’s house that
				first day Mum got back, I’d never seen her so angry. In front of us all, she
				threatened Dad with the police: for crimes of fraud and abduction, she said. Fleur
				burst into tears and Veronica, white-faced, managed to calm her down. Dad said she
				had no evidence, but Mum refused to let us stay the night with him. I think he was
				bluffing about the evidence thing, because in return for Mum not going to the
				police, he let us go to a hotel with her. Fleur took some persuading, mainly by
				Veronica, but the boy and I were excited. Mum has permanent custody of Fleur and me,
				and Maz chose to live with us. The truth is, Mum’s heart wasn’t in a
				police investigation. We’ve been through enough, she told me afterwards, and
				it would be awful for Fleur if our father went to prison.

			We don’t let Fleur or Maz see the
				anger we both still feel when they go to stay with Dad some weekends. I can’t
				forgive Dad for what he did, and neither
				can Mum. She is coldly polite with him when he drops Fleur and Maz back. I get the
				feeling he wants to talk, but she doesn’t. The saddest thing is Veronica left
				the day we all got back together. It’s been three months and nobody has seen
				her since. Perhaps Maz was the final straw? Anyway, Dad’s lonely, and maybe
				that’s punishment enough.

			After Mum met her own mother for the
				first time, she came back to the hotel with red-rimmed eyes, but also with a big
				smile and the keys to Kingsland in her hand.

			I watch her lay the fire in my
				grandmother’s big sitting room, twisting the newspaper, adding the pinecones
				and the kindling. She’s still beautiful, in a way more so, but less shiny, and
				her hair, held up in a large tortoiseshell clip, no longer tumbles down. It’s
				already May, but Mum’s cold.

			She gets up from kneeling by the fire,
				her cheeks red, and sees us waiting there.

			‘Mum, this is Billy. You saw him
				at Dad’s.’

			‘I remember. Hello, Billy. I
				won’t shake hands.’ She wipes her dirty hands on a rag.

			‘Billy’s group is playing at
				the Mecca Ballroom, in Birmingham. On Saturday.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘We’re only a support but
				it’s a great opportunity,’ Billy says.

			‘I’m sure.’

			‘Anyway, Mum, thing is,
				Billy’s asked me to go with him.’

			‘Not on the motorbike, Mrs
				Cartwright. She’ll come in the van with me.’

			‘Oh, I don’t think
				so,’ Mum says, and starts towards the kitchen, where Fleur’s baking a
				cake. ‘She’s far too young.’

			‘Mum!’

			‘Emma?’

			We stare at each other motionless. This
				isn’t the first time she’s forgotten. I pull a face. ‘Mum,
				I’m fifteen.’

			She looks at me with expressionless
				eyes, as if she’s trying to remember something, then nods her head and her eyes grow
				damp. ‘So you are.’

			‘So can I go?’

			‘Well, even fifteen is quite
				young.’

			‘My dad’s driving the van if
				that helps,’ Billy adds.

			‘Okay, I give in. As long as
				she’s not back too late.’

			Billy and I grin at each other, as Mum
				goes to help Fleur. I’m so excited I jump up and down like a child of ten.

			‘I thought you were
					fifteen,’ he says, imitating my tone of voice, and looking me
				straight in the face.

			I thump him.

			Nothing can lessen these days of hope.
				It’s great to be young, to be going to the Mecca Ballroom with Billy, and to
				have my mother back. The invisible thread, one end attached to my mother’s
				heart, and the other to mine, never did break. I always knew it wouldn’t. And
				more than anything, more than the discovery of my grandmother, more than living at
				Kingsland Hall, that’s what’s precious.

			Only if I lie spread-eagled on the floor
				do I travel back to when I was eleven. I close my eyes and I’m lying on my
				tummy again, counting the holes in the floorboards of our bedroom in Malacca. Malaya
				is such a long time ago and so far away, but I’ll always remember the clouds
				that looked like puffs of sherbet lemon, and the ribbons of scent that wound round
				the trees at the bottom of the garden.

			No matter where life will take me, and
				even if one day I no longer hear the sounds, deep down Malaya will always be there,
				beating at the heart of me. It was where I was a child, before I knew that life
				could go so badly wrong. And it’s where the smell of lemongrass will stay with
				me for ever, that and the sound of my mum singing in the morning, a bird of paradise
				flower clashing with her auburn hair.

		
	
		To Dinah, on the death of her son

		
			Next time we see you
				coming,

			like a one-legged man,

			we shall all be looking

			for the limb that is not there.

			 

			With our smiles

			half-way to his laughter,

			next time we see you coming

			we shall be watching for his grin.

			 

			But when we hear you talking –

			proud, like a one-legged man,

			refusing to stumble –

			it is we who shall limp with your pain,

			 

			and there will be only peace

			when we notice

			quietly gathering round your chair –

			our one-legged man –

			ready to catch you

			when, as you must, you fall,

			 

			there will be only peace

			when we notice

			quietly gathering round your chair

			the fourteen shadows

			of the sunlight of his years.

		

		Dick Holdsworth, 1985
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