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			Dedicated to the phenomenon that is Singapore and all its people.

			My beautiful wife and family, who are my reason.

			My mom, whose insatiable love for books and good novels must have rubbed off on me.

			

			Preface

			Over the span of the last decade, my family and I have had the opportunity to travel and embrace Singapore on several visits. Our own experiences provided a lot of the content for the book as well as a love for this nation, its people, and everything about it. 

			What most influenced this book from these visits is Singapore’s multiracial, multicultural, and multi-religious dimensionality – how this complexity just works together in splendid harmony to create a better future for all its citizens. 

			The historical aspects are based on non-fictional works created by wonderful researchers who have made their content freely available on the internet. There is no intention to offend the families of historical individuals or unwittingly tarnish their historical reputations. 

			Similarly, I recognize that one of the tragedies of war is what happens to young men and the beasts that they can become if burdened or placed under certain conditions. The reflections of the Japanese during WW2 that are contained in this book are based on published historical records and first-hand accounts as referenced in the book. Along with visiting Singapore, we had the superb privilege of touring Nagasaki and experiencing the tragedy that unfolded to the people of that city first-hand. This book is written with the sincerest admiration for Japan and everything about it.
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			Chapter 1

			Shiok (Delightful)

			“They’re not going to believe this,” Tristan mumbled softly to himself while plopping into the plush, fully reclinable leather sofa chair. This was by no means just an ordinary chair for the uninitiated; this seating masterpiece was specially designed by the Italian Poltana Frau company on assignment for Singapore Airlines first-class cabins. The luxurious special commission for the airline’s brand-new Airbus A380 airline fleet. For the first time, Tristan understood and gained an appreciation for quality Italian furniture and master chair builders. Without exaggeration, this felt like he was a god sitting on a cloud, and they had not even taken off yet. 

			Taking a couple of seconds to acquaint himself with his new environment and accommodation for the next 18 hours, he spotted the handheld wireless tablet positioned neatly in the white, silver-lined credenza. The credenza was expertly placed in the middle of the cabin between the 76-inch bed and his newfound epitome of recliner and travel bliss. The tablet in turn evoked a feeling Tristan had not felt since he was a young boy opening presents on Christmas Eve – the pure excitement one associates with pushing the buttons on the latest remote-controlled toy for the first time and seeing it spark to life. He felt this tablet could control the world or take even a life of its own, or so it appeared. While rotating the 32-inch monitor automatically to opening and closing the individual privacy glass for his cabin, Tristan was enamoured by his twist of good fortune, all within the palm of his hand. A magic wand of sorts befitting this new deity.

			With a click, the Italian masterpiece automatically swivelled towards the cabin wall to reveal the next treasure of this transpacific journey in first class. The design masters took it upon themselves to not only offer a single porthole from which to view the outside world. Lo and behold, they took it upon themselves to appoint two portholes, from which one could survey the clouds, the passing landscapes below, and later, the stars. At this point, peering through the dual window, Tristan could see a picturesque portrait of the sun setting over the state of New Jersey, presented as an original masterpiece in oils and pastels. It was postcard-perfect, the magical orange and red cloudscape bidding him Godspeed on his travels. 

			

			Tristan was starting to feel elitist and wondered if this first-class cabin was where the expression about having an ‘air of superiority’ was derived from. In reflecting on this, inspired by the same childhood re-enactment of excitement, Tristan chose to think of himself more as a pirate than a lofty elitist. Surely this level of opulence and luxury was almost criminal to be enjoyed on any voyages across the oceans. With the addition of so much treasure and discovery, it was more apt. So, the picture of a pirate seemed more appropriate in the context of his current circumstances and surroundings. With the addition of all this treasure, he elected to assume this mantle for the rest of the journey: ‘Long John, Tristan the pirate.’

			And that was not all. As was all too familiar from infomercial advertisements from the early 2000s, there was more to offer in this cabin. The airline had not held back on any trinkets for the upper-class echelon who would frequent these quarters. Almost as if they were trying too hard to be superior to any of their competitors, no expense was spared in providing the best for elite first-class passengers. Long John Tristan, as he had now self-bestowed the title on himself, stumbled upon yet another treasure chest buried away in the credenza. It was attractively packaged in an elegant box with only minimalistic hints of Singapore Airlines trademarks, yet with just enough design clues to be identifiable as the dark blue and yellow-orange colours of the airline branding. Carefully removing the ribbon so as not to damage the exquisite box which he wanted to keep (as it was a masterpiece), he lifted the lid to peek at its inner contents, just like a pirate captain would peer into a chest full of pieces of eight. 

			Individually and tastefully wrapped was the latest Lalique Per Homme cologne as well as some other airline goodies. Unfamiliar with Lalique as a fragrance, let alone the brand, Tristan was curious. He reached into his personal assigned closet, the individual space for his cabin luggage and jacket and took out his mobile phone to google Lalique. They thought of everything, he thought to himself.

			

			A woody aromatic fragrance for men, Lalique Pour Homme was launched in 1997. Top notes are Lavender, Rosemary, Grapefruit, Bergamot, Pomelo, Mandarin Orange, and Tangerine; middle notes are Cedar, iris, Lily-of-the-Valley and Jasmine; base notes are Sandalwood, Oakmoss, Vanilla, Patchouli and Amber. Although Tristan had viewed himself as an aficionado of quality fragrances, this elegant bottle with an embossed lion on the face was new to him and most likely would be new to his team members from his prestigious consulting firm, Company International Corporation (CIC). CIC specialized in advisory and consulting services, which appeared harmless and inconspicuous at face value. However, only known by those in the know, CIC had strong ties with the American Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). It was the reason why Tristan was travelling on short notice to Singapore from New York. Work, however, would have to wait for a couple of hours. The time he could use preparing now seemed futile, considering the island of reclining pleasure he was now resting on, armed with the all-powerful tablet of universal control and numerous trinkets to make his voyage bearable. 

			Tristan reached for his mobile to take a selfie of himself. This was going to be the most epic of all selfies – plush first-class cabin setting, Tristan in a reclined position, postcard-perfect scenery as backdrop, fragrance bottle primed to spray a spritz onto his neck. The motivation for this selfie was solely to make all the unlucky vassals back at the office envious of his newfound fortune. He pictured all their faces, stuck behind their drab oak desks, in the equally monotonous concrete and marble corporate offices close to the Pentagon, looking at his latest Instagram selfie. He knew he risked being called out for breaking company rules by doing this; employees of CIC were ‘encouraged’ to stay off social media platforms. However, the potential for creating this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for genuine work colleague envy as well as some meaningful office banter the next morning was all too appealing to let this opportunity slip by. This picture was going to be of such epic proportions that it was likely to be printed and installed as a permanent feature in his office credenza or by the team’s rest area. A continuous reminder of the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots.’ In typical pirate style, the risk was quickly calculated, he was committed, and it was now time to ‘seize the prize.’ He puckered up to take the perfect snap. Sliding like a blissful, contented sloth into the recliner heaven, he allowed the chair to swallow him in final preparation for the monumental self-portrait. 

			

			Just as the setup became perfect, and he was letting out a deeply endowed and meaningful pirate “ARRRGGGH,” the privacy glass slid open. Standing before him unexpectedly, bearing a tray and a glass of welcome champagne, was an elegant middle-aged Singapore Air hostess! The standard professional smile gave way immediately to an enamoured grin upon witnessing this pirate scene and Tristan’s embarrassed, sheepish, gobsmacked expression in shades of maroon.

			Once Tristan had levelled his recliner to normal position and the red flush seemed to partially dissipate from his cheeks, he took the time to observe the hostess in finer detail. She was as close to perfection as the rest of what he had encountered and seen so far, and she stood out from everyone else he had met on his journey. Unlike the hostesses and stewards, he met whilst boarding the plane, kitted out in their blue, green, or red dresses and suits, this hostess was adorned in a purple dress. What Tristan would later find out was that this colour was indeed special; it designated that this hostess was the inflight manager, in charge of the cabin crew and typically the only attendant to speak and consult the pilot when in flight. It was a well-deserved sign and evidence of long service to the airline; to achieve this status, she would most likely have been in the company’s service for longer than 20 years.

			Tristan spotted her name tag. “Juat Fang,” he exclaimed. He did not mean to say it aloud, fearing he would say it incorrectly, but she had the perfect way of charmingly and sensitively correcting his pronunciation. It dawned on him that this was the type of hostess that could tell you to go to Hades in the most non-offensive and professional way possible and you would do it, without any form of grievance or offence, seatbelt fastened. She carried an assertiveness and confidence that was immediately amicable and intriguing. Stumbling on things to say, Tristan offered his thanks for the drink, which was countered with a smile and eye contact that took Tristan by surprise. Juat maintained eye contact with him for a drawn-out split second after the smile… then she looked away again. This was not a flirt in any form or manner – it was purposeful and calculated – but whatever the motive, it created some intrigue.

			

			His first attempt at small talk gave him a wealth of information. It was Tristan’s job to be prepared, to do research, to think through multiple scenarios, to watch body language, to understand context, to estimate intentions, so he conversed easily with Juat. 

			He complimented her on her purple dress, partly because he was curious, but more so because he was still backpedalling from his pirate escapade. Juat was a seasoned and experienced hostess; she could tell this was Tristan’s first foray into first class. She had built rapport with thousands of passengers over time and could quickly assess that he had a propensity for analysis and a desire to gain knowledge and facts most likely founded on some old-fashioned boyish curiosity. She always took it on herself to be a true ambassador for her airline and her profession, and this was an invaluable opportunity to share some insights and quench Tristan’s thirst for facts. Despite that there were multiple obligations to be completed on deck, Juat took the time to give Tristan some food for thought.

			“These dresses have been around for more than 50 years,” she offered. “They were designed by the French designer Balmain. We refer to them as sarong kebaya. Did you know that there are no standard sizes?” Tristan looked back in a puzzled manner. “Each dress is fully tailored to fit the hostess and we will not fit in anyone else’s dress,” she said with a slight giggle. “There are exactly 20 darts in each neckline, so to get this right, there is an element of uniqueness in each dress.” This was only starting to sink in when she asked, “Are you enjoying the cabin?” She waited for him to respond. 

			“Everything is delightful, thank you.” He could not believe he just said that. Why did not he just say everything was great, awesome, or cool as he normally would, instead he had to say delightful. Perhaps the first-class elitism was indeed rubbing off on him. To make matters worse, the tone he responded with would have made any high society English nobleman proud. 

			

			The only reason he was flying first class in the first place was due to the urgency of the assignment. On such short notice, the only seat available was a fortunate result of a late minute cancellation by another party. Some dignitaries from Brunei could no longer make the flight and Tristan got lucky as the consequence. He also owed this prestigious privilege to his supervisor’s assistant who had grown a motherlike fondness of the young strategic advisory consultant. She was fundamental in motivating this deviation from the company’s travel policy. CIC’s travel policy was to always fly premium economy on long haul flights. Most thought that this ruling was based on commercial principles to avoid costs, but it was enforced due to a slightly different motive: to ensure as little visibility of their consultants travelling across the globe as possible. Being associated with the CIA had its perils to the unwary.

			“We do everything close to ‘delightful,’” Juat continued, emphasising the word in Queen’s English. “In Singapore, we have our dialect which is a mixture of English and several other languages. In Singlish, the word shiok means delightful. I am glad you found the cabin shiok. Our cabin crew obtains twice as much training as any other airline. There is an extremely strict selection process, so just being selected is a considerable achievement” she remarked. Tristan could see that she was proud of what she had achieved and what she was doing for a living. “Everything from the way our hair must be tied to the length it must be cut, the makeup we wear, and all our clothing and accessories we wear must conform to a designated colour and standard. Even when we talk on our phones we are not allowed to walk and talk, we must stop, stand still, and field the call. We are not allowed to take calls during duty. Saying arrrgggh during a selfie would most likely result in a hearing. So at least we have ascertained through all of this that you might not be cut out for a cabin crew job?” With that, she again offered an enamoured smile and elegantly slipped out the privacy doors, leading away from the cabin. 

			Tristan could not help but agree with this latest remark. He had suddenly discovered a newfound respect for air hostesses. Shiok, I tell you, he thought to himself, thinking again about the tone, as if he was a prince from Windsor. At this point, there was still an air of elitism within him, although he would never admit it to anyone else. It was not originating from being a first-class passenger. It stemmed from more elementary fundamental – coming from America, being a top-of-the-class cum laude student, and quickly being promoted to become one of CIC’s top thinkers, strategists, and advisors. Based on his career successes to date, Tristan’s confidence and capability influenced him subconsciously to feel ‘superior.’ 

			

			If only Tristan could have foreseen his journey and the sequence of events that would take place in the next couple of months, he would have undoubtedly savoured and appreciated that Italian chair and plush carpets a little bit more. If he had known what was ahead of him, perhaps he would have not even boarded that flight. 

			Most importantly, Tristan was completely unaware of the fact that history was repeating itself – his journey of discovery bearing an eerily resemblance to the journey his Great-Granduncle undertook over 80 years prior. The circumstances and critical junctions were so weirdly coincidental, one might wonder if there was not some cosmic force linking these two men beyond mere blood.

			

			Chapter 2

			The Little Red Dot

			In stark contrast, the final leg of Captain Teddy Hackett’s transfer to Singapore from the Philippines was by no means as glamourous as his relative Tristan’s foray and immersion into the luxurious extravagance of first-class travel. Teddy’s mode of transport for this final stretch was a PBY4 flying boat, the pre-cursor to the illustrious PBY5 ‘Catalina’ flying boat to which many downed air-crew members would owe their lives. The Douglas Corporation was experimenting in the PBY4 with more powerful engines and the addition of two acrylic glass blisters in the fuselage. Both of which, they figured, would be invaluable assets when searching for ‘downed airmen’ trying to keep afloat in dodgy lifeboats or attempting to find Japanese fleets – the proverbial ‘specks in the ocean’ at 20,000 feet. These were all made a lot easier with these observation vantage points protruding out the sides of the aircraft like the eyes of a praying mantis. It was in one of these blisters that Teddy spent most of the journey over the straits. The blister created a space where one could extend one’s legs in an otherwise cramped fuselage. It was outfitted with an acrylic hammock of sorts with a view that would arguably have rivalled his great brother’s grandson’s double portholes only found in much more advanced future technology. 

			It was September 1939. Germany had just invaded Poland and England and various allied nations were now at war. The United States was isolating itself out of this fracas, carefully wanting to avoid the loss of life and catastrophe that was felt in World War I. As idealistic as Teddy was, he already knew that this notion of “staying out of things” was rather fanciful, if not delusional. He had first-hand experience in organising supply chain formations for the US government to ship arms and aircraft to the Chinese. There was known American involvement in hostilities in the Sino Japanese conflict, the second one of this nature having flared up in 1937. The US army members involved were referred to as mercenaries, but when have a band of mercenaries that were sent on duty due as part of a directive ever straight from the top? As far as Teddy could tell, President Theodore Roosevelt was sending clandestine members of the US Air Force, Navy, and Army to assist the Chinese as advisors. 

			

			This would escalate further in the early stages of 1941, where groups such as the legendary ‘Flying Tigers’ were all enlisted US service men and women, just conveniently labelled still as mercenaries. Teddy was not fully aware of their involvement currently, as his limited involvement was in ensuring supply routes for equipment. However, when he started noticing that the nature of supplies needed was quickly changing from food, medicine, and uniforms to the latest Curtis Kittyhawk fighter parts, rifles, machine guns, and ammunition, he knew America was very much involved in proceedings already. 

			General Douglas MacArthur, the American five-star general and the only general who had conferred the rank of field marshal in the Philippine Army was after some military intelligence he could rely on. At this point in 1939, he was already in retirement and as a civilian was continuing to serve as a US advisor to the Philippines. It was, for this reason, Teddy found himself on this wind-buffeted, roller-coaster-simulating flying albatross in the first place. During the early part of 1939, the British Navy reached out to the US Navy with a request to relocate the US pacific fleet currently stationed in Pearl Harbour and Manila to Singapore. Jointly the ratio of American ships and sea power combined with the UK’s would act as a significant deterrent to any Japanese aggression. 

			The British had just completed the building of the world’s largest dry dock, at a staggering cost of $500 million dollars at the time, roughly $9 billion in today’s terms. It was based on a military strategy and doctrine with origins going as far back as 1919. The British had already identified at the end of WW1 the threat of the fast-growing Imperial Japanese fleet. After a careful selection process, planners settled on Singapore as the location for a well-equipped naval base, colloquially to be referred to as the ‘Gibraltar of the East.’ The theory was that the vastly superior Royal Navy could quickly assemble their fleet in the Far East and intercept any ‘ambitious’ Japanese fleet before they could reach India or Australia. One of the major logistical challenges that presented was that a fully-loaded capital ship from the Royal Navy could not cross the Suez Canal fully laden. So, they required a dock with exceptionally large fuel storage capacities to replenish these capital ships, if this strategy were to ever become a reality. 

			

			Teddy was keenly aware that Singapore was potentially a pristine ‘Blue Falcon’ being set up as a target for the Japanese, and perhaps the British were keen to set up the US Navy as well for a similar purpose. It was well known that Britain wanted the US to join the war and those “yanks” were playing hard to get. Singapore was now a lucrative strategic asset on the world stage. Teddy speculated that the Japanese were being extremely clever in holding off with any aggression until a brand-new deep-water dock, with its gigantic fuel storage, was built and completed by their enemy and handed over on a platter to them. At no cost to themselves, this ‘Gem of the East’ could become their steppingstone to conquering South East Asia! They had to just bide their time and then overcome another minor obstacle – the Royal Navy. 

			Arrogance was a common disposition of many a western nation towards Singapore and the greater Far East. The British were so confident in their naval superiority that it seemed incomprehensible that the Japanese would attempt any hostility outside of their existing campaign in China. Imagine the shock if one of the British officers in Singapore had their fine establishment referred to as a minor obstacle. The British were greatly confident that they were ready for any hostility, their confidence only amplified by the completion of fortifications in Singapore including the establishment of several batteries to prevent the naval attack. On paper, the British commander in Singapore had 80,000 troops at their disposal, vastly superior to anything the Japanese would be able to amass, let alone ferry across to the island fortress. A systematic replenishment of the air force on the island was underway and no less than 6 x military airfields were built. It would seem they were invincible on this Gibraltar of the East. Or were they?

			This was the underlying tone of the reports that were being received by the US command in Manila. What many failed to recognise is that General MacArthur was previously the Chief of the entire US Army throughout most of the 1930s. He had seen multiple manipulated reports by ambitious arse-licking officers throughout his senior officer career. Many reports conveniently limited his views to what they believed “commanders needed to hear.” He was still very much involved with the new commander for the Philippines, General Moore, and influenced the general to go about obtaining a pragmatic second opinion. The latest strategic reports seemed all too familiar and too good to be true, giving both Moore and him a strong feeling of uneasiness. 

			

			MacArthur also had a slight annoyance for the British arrogance and confidence in Naval superiority and the notion that all hostility in the Far East would be determined at sea. Had they not seen or quickly learnt from Poland and Austria’s experience about the power of the German army and its Blitzkrieg strategy, using air superiority? But he could not pin this oversight and overconfidence solely on the British. The complication was that the reports in his possession were compiled by US Navy strategists, very much advocating that a joint British-American fleet in Singapore appeared to be a great idea, an obvious choice. Not that he did not trust the input from these esteemed US Navy strategists, it was more that he had the benefit of experience and multiple hard lessons learnt from extended years in leadership. He understood that one tends to become blinkered in one’s assessment of a situation if one looks through specific tainted lenses, in this case heavily biased naval periscope glasses. 

			His normal style would have been to conduct a site visit himself and assess the situation first-hand. Imagine the chaos and media attention this would have created – the United States sending a retired 5-star general to visit Singapore. He was not going to singlehandedly provide the Japanese with a reason to start a war with the US and destroy his legacy and outstanding career achieved to that point. Plus, much like Teddy, he saw the war as inevitable now and this could be a pathway for him to re-enter the fray and perhaps lead to even greater things beyond. 

			So, between Moore and himself, the decision was made. This expedition needed to be inconspicuous; even the rank of Major or Colonel would create unnecessary attention from wary Japanese spies, or worse, US Naval intelligence. They would quickly latch onto why the US Army was second-guessing their recommendations. The generals required someone whom they could trust and who would provide them with a painfully truthful and realistic assessment of Singapore’s capabilities as a forward naval base for the pacific fleet. They also required an element of plausible deniability should this person’s true purpose be discovered. Moore likewise was not willing to go down in the annals of history as the general who jointly endorsed the US pacific fleet to be relocated to Singapore only to find them sinking as cannon fodder for the Japanese. Yes, growing pressure was mounting from the Navy to endorse and support the British request, and the generals in the Philippines were now stalling things. The headline flashed through his mind: ‘Moore, General Cluster of the East.’ No chance he was going to make the same mistake and underestimate the ‘Apaches.’ For this reason, he quickly concurred with MacArthur on this reconnaissance mission and purpose. 

			

			This was where Captain Teddy Hackett came into the picture. He was a young, exceptionally bright US Army officer who had a meteoric rise through the ranks. Besides the normal banter, professional discord, and competitive envy between the various branches, Capt. Teddy could look at this from an alternate lens. Moore and MacArthur wanted someone with an Army lens as well as the ability to look at things through the glasses of the enemy. They needed a “grunt” – an Army infantry man’s views and not the optimistic fanfare propaganda and rose-tinted memorandum supplied by the Navy. 

			Far from joining the army for rank, power, or glory, Teddy had far more simplistic motives. He knew without a shadow of doubt in his mind that war was o n the horizon and inevitable within the next decade. Rather than being forced into a citizen enlistment at some stage, Teddy joined the army earlier to be prepared. This mindset was built into every fibre of his being; everything was assessed, planned, well thought through, with multiple scenarios and permutations of the same situation always assessed at breakneck speed. Teddy had no problem with adopting the Army philosophy of being 15 minutes early for everything important; he just seemed to gel with the whole enlisted man’s culture. Ironically, despite this orientation, he also had the instinctive insight that separates an ordinary officer from a great leader. Some would refer to it as having gut feelings or instinct when it comes to making quick life or death decisions. 

			

			Teddy would have most likely enjoyed an even higher rank at this stage of his career, if not for one weakness that other advancing officers did not possess. Teddy’s blemish and Achilles’ heel was that he was painfully honest and transparent, even to his detriment. Many would assert that he was pessimistic, but this was not the case. He had the unique ability to quickly assess a situation and provide clear, direct, and extremely accurate assessments of current realities. No embellishments, no softening the blows or candy-coating the message – this was not Teddy’s style. 

			No protecting superior officers in front of their superiors – no, he was not going advance up the ranks by demonstrating political astuteness. And in the current modus operandi and culture of the US Army in 1939, this characteristic made his superiors extremely uncomfortable. Everyone beside General MacArthur & Moore, that is.

			Since arriving in Manila, he had come to both Moore’s and MacArthur’s attention. He was quick to point out the weaknesses in the Philippine defences. He was equally quick to praise the building of the Malina tunnel complex on Corregidor and recommend several extensions and improvements. This expanded tunnel proved later to be critically important for the survival of the Philippine government, military high command, medical staff, and numerous civilians. Much to the chagrin of his immediate superior, Teddy contradicted his officer’s order for the artillery batteries to be casemated with a counter recommendation on his own. If this backfired, Teddy’s military career would be over. Quite simply, his officer’s idiotic order would have restricted the battery’s line of fire to 180 degrees, whereas currently, they could traverse 360 degrees. To his commanding officer’s amazement, General Moore agreed with Teddy’s logic and took it a step further in requesting improved howitzers. The ones that Teddy surveyed had an elevation only of 35 degrees, vastly diminishing their capability and range. 

			Of course, Teddy would never get the credit for these observations and recommendations; they always became General Moore’s official reports to Washington. Teddy almost pushed the envelope a little too far, when he further recommended that these batteries were far too exposed with inadequate protection from air attacks. General Moore had to put him in his place at this point, partly because the original designer of these encampments was none other than himself. Teddy was after all still part of the Army, and rank always prevailed.

			

			Teddy had dark hair, bordering on pitch black with some natural brunette highlights, cut in an army style. One luxurious flirtation testing the boundaries of strict army rules, Teddy’s hairstyle was scouting the outer perimeters of Army hair cut protocols. His drill sergeant would have undoubtedly cussed him out over his Hollywood hair a couple of years back and hauled him in front of the butcher barber, but Teddy knew the rules and how he could avoid the cutters by skirting the trip flares of the perimeters of army regulations. Essentially, he kept his luscious coif under his beret most of the time to avoid detection.

			Comfortably above army regulation height at 6’4”, Teddy was imposing in presence. It could explain why the gunner did not even bother to ask him to leave the luxury of the acrylic blister window on the flying boat. After all, this was the supposed abode and lair of the gunner, but you would not want to pick a fight with a captain, let alone a US Army captain in prime physical condition. Teddy was in superb shape and extremely fit – it was part of his being prepared mentality. Long before basic training, Teddy consulted ex-servicemen about the fitness requirements and exercises that were going to be encountered in basic training. Having prepared himself comprehensively, Teddy hardly broke a sweat despite being drilled hard and relentlessly. Using that same mindset, before his assignment to Manila, Teddy self-enrolled in the US Army ranger induction course “just for fun.” No one in their right mind would ordinarily attempt this “for fun,” but Teddy wanted to be prepared as he knew he was headed for jungle terrain.

			Having grown up in the Great Depression years on an isolated farm in the picturesque state of Idaho, Teddy had instilled in himself the art of preparation during his childhood. His family very much owed their survival to their ability to maximise the family’s farm to its full potential. They were one of the fortunate families able to live off the dairy and fresh produce during these troubled times. Survival, essentially, was predicated on preparation. During the summer months, Teddy spent inordinate time helping the family with bottling and canning preserves for the winter months. This was coupled with working hard in the fields, activities ranging from planting to harvesting on not only their farm but also on their neighbours’ farms. Brushing horses, fixing fences, milking cows, creating multiple maverick solutions to everyday problems that would have ordinarily been much easier should there have been supplies and money to procure them. These lessons were preparing him for a much greater role in the war years in the future. 

			

			Imprinted in his DNA was his father and mother’s insistence on preparing for different scenarios and outcomes. What contingency would there be if next year’s crop failed? Weevils have gotten into the wheat supply; how could this be avoided? Have we created enough provisions to just sustain ourselves or have we created enough to bless others? Teddy also learnt early on that despite one’s best preparations, some things could simply not be planned for, predicted, or controlled. He was okay with that. What was important was that he had developed practical experience and techniques which were equipping him with the confidence to deal with any crisis. Add that to his military preparedness from relentless drills and anyone could decide he was a fighting machine.

			And so, with the mixture of his physique, height, black hair, blue eyes, and tanned complexion, one could equate him to a US Army poster boy. Further oiled with quiet confidence from his relentless pursuit of preparation, he was a force to be reckoned with. In terms of first impressions, his outward persona was significantly amplified on the flight by the consideration that Teddy was wearing his special occasion army fatigues. Crisp khaki officers’ shirt and pants, with seams, immaculately starched and ironed to perfection. Mirror-buffed black dress shoes. A dark green jacket that extended a third of the way down the thighs. Large matching colour belt with a dark silver buckle coordinated to match the jacket’s embossed silver buttons. 

			Various pins were expertly and perfectly aligned above the jacket pockets. Above the left pocket, various coloured insignia indicated the multitude of courses and places of service that the officer had attended. Above the right pocket a black button specifically indicated US army amongst other insignia. On his shoulders one would notice the captain bars – two silver bars joined horizontally with an additional smaller pair, proportionately much thinner than the perpendicular ones. On the plane, he was not wearing the peaked cap, which he had neatly stowed away in the jacket shoulder pocket. He would no doubt have made any Idaho lass swoon if they ogled him now. He chuckled to himself, knowing that should that scenario indeed play out, it was most likely going to end with his mother appearing from nowhere, proudly announcing to the world: “That’s my boy.” It was a long way from Idaho. He was the first amongst many of the Idaho Hackett family that had ever set foot outside the state. If only they could see him now…

			

			Teddy had to quickly come back to the present moment. The flying boat had reduced its altitude as it was nearing Singapore. Staring out the window, the true beauty of the South China Sea became more apparent. Unlike the maps he studied, the landscape was dotted with multiple small islands, beautiful white sandy beaches, brightly coloured fisherman kayaks, palm trees, tropical jungles, reefs, and turquoise sea between the reefs and coastline. Hard to believe that there could be any hint of hostility in such a beautiful environment. The thought of dots lingered with him for a while. On large-scale maps or globes, Singapore was often represented as a little red dot. In military circles, the US commanders used this in a derogatory manner, the dot signifying a place of insignificance on the world stage. Teddy did not see it this way at all – to him, Singapore was the key to the East. Why else would the British have started preparations as early as 1919? He was sure that the Japanese also had their ‘eye on this prize.’ It was only a question of time now. 

			What also brought him back to the reality of the moment was the intensity of the heat blast he was now experiencing, as if someone had flicked a gas heater on. At a higher altitude, the bubble had been pleasant, and for a brief period, Teddy had escaped the relentless equatorial heat. Now at a lower altitude and flying at almost stalling speed under 100ft, the bubble converted itself back into a modern-day solar bed. Teddy risked drenching his immaculate fatigues in increasing sweat if he stayed in that window any longer. He offered the prime window seat courteously back to the gunner who was more than willing to reclaim the lost territory. 

			

			Teddy found that strange, and just as thought to himself, Sucker, why would you want to climb into that flaming wok, the gunner grinned at him. Purposefully, in a staged manner that magicians would have been proud of when they employed the slightest of pauses before revealing their greatest trick. Then, the gunner opened the Perspex bubble completely, looking a Teddy whilst performing the manoeuvre as if it were the easiest thing in the world. Teddy did not know it could do that. Pleasant blasts of cold air like that of a modern air-conditioner came flooding into the fuselage driven by the propeller wash. It was an air conditioner of unique design; condensation from the wings and engine formed a mist, which served to cool the atmosphere in the plane. Teddy was relieved that his dress code would now remain intact, but as for his hair, there was no way of saving the style in the wind onslaught. He was blissfully unprepared, and this brought upon an instantaneous grin from both himself and the gunner. US Air Force Fuselage Gunner 1, Army Captain 0. 

			

			Chapter 3

			Orchard Walk Walk, See See

			Ice bath Tristan thought to himself. No one in Singapore would ever turn down an ice bath in this climate if they were in their right minds. He could do with a dunking in pleasant icy cold water right about now to obtain a meaningful respite from this heat. Getting through Changi Airport was quite literally a breeze with their strong air conditioning throughout the entire complex. Passport control was superb with heavy reliance on new automated technologies for scanning passports and visas. Collecting luggage and trolleys was also no challenge at all, the first-class travel status providing yet another additional perk, as his luggage was first off the plane and available on the carousels.

			And then…wham! Upon exiting the terminal turnstile and entering open-air vehicle park, Tristan almost has the wind knocked out of him. An intense, overwhelming, torrid, incalescent, sweltering blast of heat! Tristan had experienced high temperatures before, up to 32 degrees Celsius – or 90 degrees in his familiar Fahrenheit – in Idaho on exceedingly rare occasions. Today, it was 32 degrees in Singapore, but somehow it just felt different. Singapore was an overachiever on the humidity report card, with top-of-the-class results consistently. 

			John, the driver who had met him at the airport in the arrival’s hall, noticed the expression on Tristan’s face as he encountered what was a typical early morning sun. Perhaps John had chosen this location for the parked vehicle intentionally – after all, there was alternative basement airport parking available. Perhaps it was an elaborate setup of the forthcoming attraction and attempt at humour – an ice breaker of sorts, sparing the ice. Nonetheless, it had the desired impact. “Singapore has only three seasons, Mr Hackett,” John offered. “Hot, very hot, and wet” John clarified. 

			

			“Which season are we now in?” Tristan asked. “We are in the hot season, Mr Hackett. Very hot season coming soon, soon.” John chuckled. Tristan wondered if monsoon season would also come soon, soon.

			It was at this point that Tristan took the opportunity to study John in greater detail. John was a western name that was bestowed on the driver; Tristan was not sure whether it was part of his real name or just to make life easier for Western travellers. John’s identity card had an expanded name of John Leung Chiu Wai. What he did not properly notice in the arrivals hall and now discovered only after studying John’s features and gait more intensely was that John was a senior citizen. John would have been already enjoying his quiet pensioner days back in the states, but not here in Singapore.

			They had reached the car – a Toyota minivan of sorts – the likes of which Tristan had never seen before. It looked like a compressed, baby brother version of the 7-seater vans one would see traversing across the highways in the US. At this juncture, John was attempting to pick up the luggage from the trolley to stow into the open boot. Tristan intervened. There was no way he was going to let someone of his grandparents’ age lift his obese Samsonite case into the minivan. Air Singapore’s first-class luggage allowance was 50kg, with Tristan’s specimen arriving at the pre-fight weigh-in at 40kg. The only reason for not maximizing the full capacity was to create space for an additional 10kg of gifts to be packed on the return flight. Tristan also understood for the first time the true meaning behind the Samsonite brand, as you needed to be superhuman like Samson to lift this case. With luggage secured and trolley stored, they were on their way. 

			Tristan’s curiosity got the better of him, as the question that had been simmering for over 10 minutes escaped his lips. “I know it’s a personal question, but, how old are you, John?” John responded with all the embellishments of pride and accomplishment, “72 years old, Mr Hackett.” John then proceeded to explain how we were part of a sandwich generation, one that cared for his elders as well as those younger than himself, the unfortunate consequence being that he had not set aside enough to retire and the cost of living in Singapore had escalated dramatically. In short, John had not forecasted that sequence of events into his retirement projections. He had no way to predict the exponential trajectory of Singapore’s growth and development in the ‘60s and ’70s and what that would do to the cost of living. 

			

			John continued, Tristan listening attentively. “I work because I don’t want to be a burden on my kids and because I want to eat.” He paused for effect and then went on, “You know, I like eating, Mr Hackett, would have a real problem if I can’t. Every month our extended family that stays together, we pool all our income to the benefit of the family, the grandchildren’s education taking priority.” John continued to tell Tristan about his life, quickly offering additional facts about being born in Singapore, having stayed there his entire life, and how it was a great place to live and flourish. Now it was all the next generation and about the success of his grandkids. The rest of the conversation for the journey revolved mainly about his grandkids, which included a proud selection of photos in the cab, explanations about their schools, grades, musical instruments they were mastering, swimming lessons, and other related topics. Tristan was observing John, more from his body language than what was being said. There was no regret in John’s descriptions and depositions, he did not appear to be begrudgingly working for the benefit of his family, and he did not criticize his lot in life at all. It was clear: John was an immensely proud and contented man and grandfather. 

			Just like the air hostess, John was a true ambassador for his country. Along the highway route to the hotel, John pointed out various key landmarks. The Marina Bay Sands towering over a section of the route. A magnificent hotel and casino, its most prominent feature being three 340-meter towers holding up a sky-park, architected to appear as a giant ship appended high in the sky. John also took time to point out the Singapore National Stadium. According to John, the stadium had the world’s largest retractable domed roof combined with configurable seating on the lowest spectator tier to make it the only stadium in the world that was custom designed to host different sporting events at any given time. Depending on its configuration, the stadium had a maximum seating capacity of 55,000. 

			The other point of intrigue about the airport transfer was John’s propensity for speed and reaction times. Unlike the typical elderly driver that one might encounter on an Idaho highway, occupying the fast lane at half the allocated speed limit and not giving a damn, John was an aspirational F1 driver of sorts – carefully abiding by the maximum speed limit but having no reservation in getting to that limit as quickly and expediently as possible. John especially had no patience for “stupid drivers.” “Move, c’mon, move” was his favourite phrase of the day, especially if there was a millisecond of hesitancy at a traffic circle. There were also more expressive expletives from an unknown language being uttered, to amplify John’s positions towards these “idiots.” 

			

			When they arrived at the Holiday Inn Orchard City Centre, the concierges were quick off the mark in disembarking Tristan’s luggage. They made an efficient pit crew for John Leung Hamilton, the driver who had just pulled into the pits. After offering John a sizeable tip and well wishes to his family, Tristan went into the hotel reception. The hotel was intended to be just a temporary arrangement, arranged at short notice due to the urgency of the assignment. Within the next couple of days, Tristan would be relocating to a semi-permanent, longer-term corporate rental, an apartment fully furnished and slightly outside of the city centre. He had arrived early Sunday morning following the overnight flight and was a little too early for the room availability. The receptionist offered an early check-in, as they had rooms prepared and designated for this purpose. Tristan elected the opportunity to start sightseeing and obtain the original room later. His agenda was going to be full and there was going to be limited opportunity to experience Singapore, so the sooner he could start his reconnaissance, the better. Plus, he had had the opportunity to freshen up on the plane and smelt divine and fresh due to the complimentary fragrance. Luggage and getting into a room could wait for now.

			A block’s distance and walk from the hotel, Tristan found himself in one of the epicentres of the Singaporean tourist experience. Orchard Street was a 2.5km shoppers’ paradise, full of shopping malls, restaurants, international shopping departments, eating halls, and everything related. This was indeed a haven for retail therapy where those in need could gladly take a pilgrimage for a couple of days, if not weeks. Tristan was trained to observe, and some first impressions were noteworthy to him. Firstly, the street was immaculate. No broken paving, no litter to be seen anywhere. All the infrastructure appeared very well maintained if not modern and new. This extended to the buildings themselves, which were mostly very modern, with lots of neon and other advertising to be seen everywhere. 

			

			Next, he observed how law-abiding the citizens were. There was a pedestrian crossing operated by lights, close to where Tristan had joined the pilgrimage and throng of converts walking towards their respective altars of the shopping gods. The street at this point had no cars or vehicles, as they were held up by a traffic light further down the horizon. So, there was no risk at all in crossing the street at this point. No one dared enter the road. There was a congregation massing to cross from the opposite side and an equal congregation gathering on Tristan’s side. No one jay-walked or took the opportunity to cross the street before the signal light allowed them to do so. The traffic lights were obeyed as if they were religious police, no one daring to enter the sacred ground until it was allowed. 

			One unfortunate gent made the mistake of putting his right foot into the road, ahead of the green signal, only to be rebuffed by his spouse in tasteful language that sounded strangely familiar. It was the same intonation and expletive that John used to rebuke the “stupid drivers” on the airport transfer. It was a similar style of rebuke to what Tristan received when making noise at church when a sermon was being spoken. The rest of the pilgrims laughed at the rebuke, so it must have been tasteful in its original vernacular. 

			After crossing the road and walking in a westerly direction, something else was starting to prick Tristan’s curiosity – something more difficult to describe or explain. Tristan was a handsome 25-year-old single man, no doubt about it. Much like his Great-Granduncle, he was also in good physical condition, fuelled by a mixture of tennis, swimming, and jogging. Tall at 6’4”, black-haired, blue-eyed, well dressed, and groomed, with an air of confidence about him and a walking gate that itself exuded Alpha Male, he was very much noticeable. 

			Singapore had on average 109 males per every 100 females. Whichever agency derived that statistic must not have visited Orchard Road on a Sunday. The men must have had a good game to watch or better things to do. The entire female population had decided to descend on Orchard Road in some form of exodus and it was still early morning. It was tantamount to a religious experience. The standard dress code for the day appeared to be coordinated across the broad spectrum of young ladies. Their fashion selection for the day consisted of modest shorts and t-shirts. The shorts and shirts were not at the Daisy Dukes level of flirtation and exhibition – rather, the complete opposite. The Singapore ladies’ attire was, in contrast, far more modest, restrained, and classy. 

			

			What caught Tristan off guard most of all was that if he walked down a street in Boise, Idaho or Paris or London or Rome or Moscow, he would still be able to attract a flirtatious smile or response from several gorgeous women. Here in Singapore, he experienced a major blow to  his ego. These ladies flat out ignored him, or so it seemed. They simply had no time for this foreigner, even if he was handsome. Some of the younger flights of doves with their squadron leaders would even giggle and laugh at his subtle attempts to catch their attention. The response most encountered was a quick discussion in their own language. Tristan did make some educated guesses on their translation based on their body language. The discussion was likely along the lines of “Silly foreign boy, you don’t stand a chance.” He did manage to catch an “ang mo” phrase being used in one of the conversations, which he promptly googled and discovered that loosely translated it meant ‘red-haired,’ although it was more commonly a term used to describe Europeans. 

			Feeling
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