
	

The Rain Tree 
 
	
Singapore,	1949.	Miranda	Lewis	and	her	husband,	
Gerry,	arrive	three	years	after	the	Japanese	
Occupation	has	ended.	The	Malayan	Peninsular	is	in	a	
state	of	political	instability,	with	increasingly	violent	
outbreaks	of	communist‐led	guerrilla	attacks	against	
the	British.	

The	Lewis’	marriage	already	shows	signs	of	
cracking.	Miranda	is	struggling	to	come	to	terms	with	
the	death	of	their	son,	while	her	husband	is	burying	
his	feelings.		As	she	adjusts	to	her	new	life,	she	
struggles	to	fit	in	with	the	over‐privileged	and	
claustrophobic	expatriate	society	she	finds	there.	

Unknown	to	her	new	friends,	Miranda	
harbours	secrets.	But	they	catch	up	with	her	when	she	
is	accused	of	stealing	her	neighbour’s	baby.	No	one	
believes	that	there	has	been	a	misunderstanding,	and	
when	her	history	of	instability	is	revealed,	the	
situation	gets	worse.	

Determined	to	prove	she	is	not	the	person	
everyone	believes	her	to	be,	she	searches	for	support	
and	finds	it	in	her	neighbour,	Nick	Wythenshaw.	

Nick	is	also	running	away	his	past:	from	the	
memory	of	brother’s	death,	which	he	blames	himself	
for,	from	his	mother	clinging	neediness,	and	from	his	
ex‐fiancée,	Daphne.			An	encounter	on	the	beach	leads	
to	a	developing	understanding	and	empathy	between	
them.	

At	Nick’s	suggestion,	Miranda	volunteers	at	a	
local	Mission	Hospital,	but	when	serious	rioting	
erupts	across	the	island,	Miranda’s	presence	at	the	
Mission	not	only	catapults	her	into	the	heart	of	the	



	

political	and	racial	divide,	it	leads	to	a	journey	of	self‐
discovery,	which	will	challenge	her	to	the	core.		
  



	

Prologue 
She ought to find Gerry, get ready to disembark, 
instead of watching all these unfamiliar buildings 
looming into view. She knows he’ll be annoyed if he 
can’t find her, if they aren’t the first to get to shore. 
But still, she lingers a little longer, mesmerised by 
the kaleidoscope of greens and greys in the sea, 
her dress sticking to her in this new, humid heat, 
which wraps around her like a curtain. It’s so 
different to the dryness of Alexandria, where the 
desert crept into her lungs, and different too, to the 
cloying heat of Calcutta, where the smell of spices 
thinly disguised the stench of human waste.  
 The cry of a heron startles her, and so she 
lifts her head. She follows its progress as it dips and 
dives up the Singapore River and on as it heads 
towards the shore, over the sampans and junks and 
the crates of bananas, then darts harpoon-like 
beyond the crumbling tenements and rows of 
washing hanging on long poles, like festive banners 
welcoming The Queen Mary in. 

Her gaze turns to the children who are 
playing on the jetty or diving between boats 
transporting bags of rice while their mothers chatter 
and wash clothes in the dirty water.  
 She sees them, but she doesn’t see them. 
She hears them, but she doesn’t hear them. She 
should go. She knows he’ll be looking for her, but 
still, she stays.  She waits in the burning heat, sweat 
dripping down her spine. Watching the mothers. 



	

Watching the children.  
 All she can think about is Henry, the softness 
of his hand in hers.  Her whole body aches, and she 
longs to know, how big would his hand be now? 
 
 
Chapter One 
 
Miranda watched the men on shore pile crates of 
foreign goods along the jetty, then gazed at the 
banana trees and the large houses scattered 
amongst the distant hills. As she leant against the 
handrail, it felt as though her skirt caught on 
something; she ignored it, but then she felt a very 
definite tug 
 ‘What the blazes!’ Swivelling around, she 
saw a little girl of about five or six wearing an 
exquisitely smoked pink and white gingham dress. 
Her hair, the colour of bleached hay, was parted in 
the middle and fell to her shoulders in neat plaits.  
Tears hung to her lashes. 
 ‘Oh!’ Miranda knelt down. ‘Are you alright?’ 

The little girl thrust her thumb into her mouth 
and began to suck.  

‘Are you lost?’ She looked for someone 
searching for a child; a mother, a maid perhaps, but 
there was no one. 

The child stood, as though waiting for her to 
do something, before slipping her hand into 
Miranda’s. The touch scorched through her. How 



	

firm the girl’s hand felt; so formed and solid.  
‘Let’s go and have a look for your mummy, 

shall we?’ She gave the girl’s hand a reassuring 
squeeze, then looked towards the prow. Where on 
earth was Gerry?  Last time she’d seen him, he was 
standing amongst a group of soldiers who had 
boarded in Calcutta. They were laughing, and one 
of them had slapped Gerry on the back as he 
passed around a packet of cigarettes.  

‘What’s your name?’ she asked the child, but 
the only response the girl gave was to suck more 
violently on her thumb.  

For the next ten minutes, she wandered 
around the lower deck quizzing passengers, the girl 
following silently at her side. No one could place 
her. 

‘Well,’ she said, taking in again the quality of 
the girl’s clothing. ‘I think we should look in First 
Class.’ 

They made their way towards the upper deck 
where she followed signs to the dining room.  Her 
feet sank into thick carpets, and chandeliers cast 
prisms of light on the walls. On the table, places 
were set with silver cutlery and elaborate 
arrangement of orchids cascaded from their centres. 
A steward, who was polishing a glass, lifted his 
head. 

‘Can I help you?’ he asked. 
‘I found this little girl. Do you know who she 

is?’ 



	

‘That’s Kitty Arbuthnot. I’ll go and look for her 
mother.’ He raised the glass to the light, 
concentrating on a smear that only he could see. 
‘Wait here.’ 

She smiled at Kitty, who sat down in a chair, 
her thumb resolutely in her mouth.  The steward 
gave the glass one more wipe, then left. 

While they waited, Miranda ran her hand over 
one of the tablecloths; the linen felt crisp and over-
starched. Each knife and fork had been placed with 
precision, as though someone had ruled the spaces 
between the gaps. At every other table setting, a 
tiny silver cruet gleamed. She picked one up. It was 
exquisite, and with a magpie’s curiosity, she turned 
it in her hand, admiring the delicate engraving and 
the hallmark on the base.  

‘I think I can hear someone coming,’ she 
said, as footsteps ricocheted from beyond the door. 
‘It might be your mummy.’  

As Kitty turned to look, Miranda weighed the 
cruet in her hand, and an old feeling returned. She 
glanced up, then quickly slipped it into her bag. 

‘Kitty! Where have you been?’  A tall woman 
in a silk blue and white polka dot dress strode into 
the dining room. Her hair was blonde and piled in a 
chignon. The way she spoke, Miranda could tell that 
she was used to commanding servants.  ‘We’ve 
been worried to death - and half the ship’s been 
looking for you.’ 

‘I found her on the lower deck.’ 



	

‘Gracious, Kitty, what were you doing there?’ 
‘Well, she’s back with you now.’ Irritation 

bubbled. ‘That’s all the matters.’ 
 ‘I’m sorry, how rude of me.’ The woman held 
out her hand. It glittered with diamonds. ‘I don’t 
know how to thank you.’ Her voice softened. ‘I was 
convinced she’d fallen overboard; she can be a little 
tinker at times. It will be such a relief to get back to 
the amah and to dry land.’ 
 ‘Do you live in Singapore?’ 
 ‘Born and raised, apart from the Occupation. 
You?’ 

‘First time. My husband has a post with the 
Colonial Office. I can’t believe it really; the furthest 
I’ve been before is the Isle of Wight.’ 

‘Well, Singapore can be a rum old place.’  
A horn sounded.  
‘Ah.’ The woman took a firm hold of Kitty’s 

hand. ‘I suppose it’s time to disembark. Good luck, 
and thank you once again.’ 

As they turned to go, Kitty took her thumb out 
of her mouth and smiled at Miranda. She raised her 
hand and waved in reply. 

Her heart raced, and beads of sweat 
slithered down her spine, making her dress cling to 
her skin.  She lit a cigarette then leant against the 
rail, conscious of the small bulge in her bag; it felt as 
though it were burning through the fabric. 

 Why had she done it again? It had been a 
thimble to start with, then a pair of scissors, a jug 



	

from the jumble sale. Usually, items she could have 
easily afforded. Each time she’d felt a thrill, a sense 
of triumph when she left the shop unobserved. Until 
she took the baby’s blanket.  

It was finely knitted, like lace, and she’d lifted 
it to her nose imagining the scent of talcum powder 
mingling with lily of the valley, wrapping it around his 
body, and holding him her chest. No one seemed to 
be looking as she rolled it up and stuffed it under 
her coat.  

She shuddered, remembering the heavy 
hand on her shoulder, the shame of sitting in the 
police station waiting for her parents to take her 
home.  

It was after five when they got back. The 
kitchen was disorganised, plates piled in the sink. 
Her mother cleared away apple peel, now brown 
and scattered on the table. Miranda watched her put 
a pie in the stove.  

‘You’re lucky you got away with a warning.’  
Mother closed the door, wiping her hands gently on 
her apron. 

‘You won’t tell Gerry, will you?’   
Her father placed a cup of tea in front of her.  

She caught the sideways glance her mother gave 
him. 

‘Well, ’ Her mother sat down and slowly 
stirred sugar into her tea. ‘We know how difficult it’s 
been for you lately, but,’ 

Father pushed a tin of biscuits towards her. 



	

She shook her head.  
‘You need to find yourself something to do. 

Take your mind off things.’ 
‘You don’t know what it’s like.’ Her cup 

rattled, and she placed it back into the saucer, 
spilling tea. She felt her father’s hand on her 
shoulder. 

‘No one’s asking you to forget, but you’ve got 
your own life ahead of you,’ Mother continued. 

 ‘But it’s so hard.’ 
‘What about some voluntary work?’ Her 

mother dunked a biscuit into her cup. ‘Mrs Macaulay 
needs some help with those Polish refugees of 
hers.’ 

‘I don’t know. Perhaps. Let me think about it.’ 
And now, as she watched three sampans 

heading away from the quay, the men on board 
waving and shouting at the ship, she knew that she 
couldn’t go back to that dark place again. Now, 
more than ever, she knew that her mother had been 
right.  

She had to return the cruet. All she had to do 
was to nip up the stairs to First Class. It would only 
take five minutes, and then she’d look for Gerry.  
But on her way towards the stairs, there he was, his 
hands in his pockets, a frown on his face. 

 ‘What are you doing?’ He strode towards 
her. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere. All 
ready?’ 

‘Just about.’ She glanced in the direction of 



	

the stairs. ‘But, you’ll never guess what. I found a 
little girl wandering around on our deck -  I took her 
back to her mother. Such a dear, and I’d so like to 
see her again. Would you mind if I popped up to get 
their address?  I forgot to get it before.’ 

‘Really?’ He looked at his watch, considering. 
‘It will only take a minute.’ 
‘Well, First Class have already disembarked. 

I think we’d better get a move on. There’s already a 
queue. You might catch them on shore while I’m 
looking for our driver.’  He headed towards the 
passengers filing down the gangway. ‘Come on!’ 

 While they stood in line, people threw coins 
into the sea. As they fell, men and boys from the 
sampans jumped into the air or dived into the water 
to catch them.  

‘What’s going on?’ she asked, leaning over 
the handrail to get a better look. 

‘It’s for good luck. The Chinese are the most 
suspicious creatures on earth.’ 

She watched the coins tumbling and falling. 
‘Gerry?’ 

‘Mmn?’ 
‘I don’t suppose you have a penny, do you?’ 
He raised an eyebrow and dug around in his 

pocket, then jingled some coins in his palm. ‘I didn’t 
think you believed in all that good luck nonsense.’ 

’No,’ she replied. ‘I didn’t use to.’ 
 
 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two 
 

 
Their car wound through the narrow streets away 
from the port.  She clutched her bag and studied the 
crumbling buildings, and the locals pushing through 
the market stalls lining the pavements.  Trishaws 
and bicycles wove between women carrying 
baskets of chickens or strange vegetables in rattan 
baskets, children were crying, and there were 
beggars on crutches. An unbearable heat mingled 
with the overwhelming aroma of rotting eggs, which 
filtered through the open windows. 



	

 Beads of sweat slithered down her spine.  
She lit a cigarette then leant back, determined that 
Gerry mustn’t see her bulging bag. 
 ‘Are you going to tell me what you wished 
for?’ Gerry’s hand was on hers, his voice teasing. ‘A 
Packard, a black and white mansion? Or maybe a 
team of servants pandering to your every need?’ 
 ‘Don’t be silly. You never take me seriously.’ 
 ‘I do.’ He squeezed her hand.  
 ‘I’ll tell you one day. I promise - maybe when 
we’re leaving.’ 
 ‘Whenever that will be.’ His fingers played 
with hers, then he leant forward to speak to their 
driver, a butterfly of sweat staining the back of his 
shirt. 
 ‘How far is it, Jinhai?’    
 ‘Not far-lah. Maybe twenty minutes.’ 
 ‘Good.’ He wiped his forehead with his hand. 
‘There’s hardly room to breathe with all these bags.’ 
 She threw the cigarette out of the window. 
‘Don’t you think it’s all so exotic?’  She liked 
everything: the smell of tobacco in the car, the 
sweat clinging to the leather seats, the cramped 
space. It didn’t matter to her that the Vauxhall was 
small because all of it was utterly charming. ‘So 
interesting, don’t you think, the first time you see a 
new place?’ She leant closer to the open window, 
letting the breeze cool her face. ‘Like reading a new 
book, or watching a movie. You never know exactly 
how it’s going to unfold.’ 



	

 ‘You’re an insufferable romantic.’ Gerry 
settled back next to her. ‘I just want to get on with it 
- get there, unpack, sort myself out.’ 

They drove on, over the river and past huge 
neo-Classical buildings, their images reflected in the 
water’s edge.  

‘Fullerton.’ Jinhai explained. ‘All Government 
building.’ 

A little later, they entered a leafy residential 
area, where towering palms obscured mansions at 
the end of winding drives.  

‘Are we here?’ Gerry asked. ‘Is this 
Alexandra Gardens?’ 

‘No. This Tanglin. Rich people live,’ Jinhai 
said. ‘You house not so very far.’ 

They carried on west. Jinhai drove the car 
between bicycles laden with mangoes and 
watermelons. On they travelled, towards a collection 
of wooden huts whose roofs were made from palm 
leaves. 

‘This kampong. Malay people.’  Jinhai slowed 
the car to avoid the chickens running in front of 
them. ‘Not everyone Singapore live nice house.’  

‘Indeed,’ Gerry said. ‘But it’s like that 
everywhere, isn’t it?’ 

Jinhai clicked his tongue. 
A group of Malay women were hoeing the 

ground and placing vegetables in baskets on their 
backs. They stopped and watched the car pass, 
leaning on the handles of their hoes. Despite the 



	

bamboo hats shielding their faces, Miranda could 
see their skin was burnt and wrinkled by the sun. 
She smiled and waved, but one of the women spat 
on the ground, while the other women gave her 
cold, unsettling stares.   

Jinhai slowed the Vauxhall as they entered a 
palm-lined avenue.  She slid closer to the edge of 
her seat; there were almond trees and mimosa, 
bougainvillea and banana trees spreading out like 
giant fans, and dotted between them lay a collection 
of bungalows. 
  ‘Is this our house, Jinhai?’ 
 ‘Yes, Mrs Gerald.’ 
 ‘It’s huge. Twice the size of our house in 
Camden. And look, there’s a verandah running all 
the way around it.’ 

Jinhai unloaded their cases, and a Chinese 
woman shuffled towards them. She was less than 
five foot tall, her face gently creased and her hair 
was tied into a tight knot. She wore a white tunic 
with buttons running down the front, black billowing 
ankle-length trousers, that Miranda guessed were to 
cover her bowing legs. 
 ‘Welcome, Mr Mrs Gerald. I Mei Ling.’ She 
bowed, then gestured for them to enter the 
bungalow. 
 Miranda held out her hand. ‘You must call me 
Miranda, and this is my husband, Gerry.’ 
 ‘Captain Lewis,’ Gerry gave Mei Ling a curt 
nod then turned to Jinhai. ‘Bring the cases up to the 



	

bedroom.’ 
 They followed Mei Ling past peonies with 
heavy heads, while Jinhai dragged their cases 
behind them. An aroma crept towards her: exotic 
and slightly familiar, could it be frankincense?  At 
the base of the steps were three Chinese figurines; 
a collection of fruit and cakes piled high and 
smouldering incense sticks. 
 ‘What are all these?’ she asked, pointing. 
 ‘For house god, Mrs Gerald. Keep evil spirit 
away. Make house lucky for you arrive.’ 
 ‘I told you, didn’t I?’ Gerry whispered. 
‘Superstitious to the core.’ 
 ‘I think it’s lovely,’ she whispered back, then 
she turned to Mei Ling. ‘Thank you. I’m sure that it 
will bring us lots of luck.’ 
 ‘Maybe I bring you tea?’ Mei Ling indicated 
the verandah, where there was a sofa and set of 
cane chairs. 

She looked towards the patch of bleached 
grass surrounded by coconut palms, mimosa 
bushes, and a nutmeg tree with orchids hanging in 
pots from the branches. Bamboo blinds had been 
neatly rolled up and tied to the frame of the 
verandah, where they hung in the listless air.  There 
was a plate of strange, pink cakes on a plate, a 
teapot and two cups. Excitement fizzed through her.   
 ‘It all looks delicious, but we’d love to see the 
bungalow first.’ 
 She followed Mei Ling up the steps and was 



	

started by a pair of gold and blue parrots that 
squawked and flapped their wings. She grinned at 
Gerry as he followed her into the hall, where there 
was a rosewood table, and propped against a large 
vase of white orchids was a small white envelope. 
 ‘How beautiful!  It’s very thoughtful of you, 
Mei Ling.’ 

Mei Ling shook her head, ‘No. I not do.’ 
 Gerald ripped open the envelope. ‘It’s from 
the Metcalfes. They’ve asked us for drinks 
tomorrow.  And they’ve left us a book.’ He picked it 
up and began turning the pages.  
 ‘Oh, how wonderful! I can’t wait to see 
Georgina; it’s been ages and ages.’ Miranda placed 
her hand on his arm and read, The Stranger’s Guide 
to Singapore. ‘But do come on - let’s look around 
the house!’ She tugged the book from him, snapping 
it shut. 
 In the dining room, Gerry stopped by a teak 
table marked with years of water stains. ‘You know,’ 
he ran his hand over the surface. ‘You mustn’t be 
overly familiar with Mei Ling - she’s a servant, not a 
friend.’ 
 ‘Surely, it can’t hurt to be civil?’ 
 ‘No. But it’s not like England; you need to 
know your place.’ 
 ‘You make it sound as though I’m royalty, not 
a civil servant’s wife.’ 

She walked to the sitting room, where there 
was a rosewood table with chips in the veneer.  



	

 ‘Standard government issue,’ Gerry joined 
her and flopped into an armchair. ‘Sturdy and 
serviceable, but unattractive.’ 
 ‘At least it’s clean. I could make some 
cushions. Make it more homely.’  She fingered the 
faded curtains. ‘It wouldn’t take much.’ 
 ‘You should get them made - labour’s cheap 
out here.’ 
 ‘But I like sewing!’ 
 ‘Suit yourself.’ 
 They continued to the bedroom. The bed was 
made up with starched sheets and crisp white 
pillowcases, and a mosquito net tumbled in swathes 
from the ceiling. Gerry sank on to the bed while she 
looked out of the window. 
  ‘Now, this is absolute bliss,’ he said. 
 ‘Honestly, you’ve made it a mess already. 
Look at the pillows.’ 
 ‘Come on old girl, feel how comfy it is.’ 
 ‘Not yet. I want to explore the rest of it.’  
Impatience bubbled through her as she turned and 
walked across the hall tiles, which radiated 
deliciously cool air. She pushed open the mesh door 
and found herself back on the verandah, where the 
parrots were bobbing on the rail. She settled into 
one of the cane chairs beneath the wooden awning.  
 At the bottom of the garden, there was a rain 
tree: its large branches created a vaulted ceiling 
between their bungalow and their neighbour’s. The 
flora was menacing, much bigger than she was 



	

used to, and beyond the garden, the heavy jungle 
hung back, as though ready to creep out when no 
one was looking.  The shrieks of monkeys 
penetrated through the trees, along with birdsong, 
while from the kitchen she could hear the clatter of 
plates, Mei Ling’s high pitched mutter and Jinhai’s 
low reply. 
 It was a paradise. 
 Gerry came out carrying The Stranger’s 
Guide and sat next to her.  
 ‘Thought I’d have a quick read.’  
 And so, for a few moments, they sat side-by-
side until the cry of a baby filtered to them from the 
neighbouring bungalow. She tensed. Gerry lifted his 
head and glanced across the garden, then he 
concentrated on his book once more. 
 The baby started wailing. She clenched her 
hands, digging her nails into her palms. Gerry licked 
his finger and turned another page.  
 ‘Gerry?’ She touched his knee. ‘I’m going to 
unpack.’  But he shook his head. 

She stood, waiting for him to join her. ‘Oh for 
goodness sake!’  The mesh door banged behind her 
as she retreated inside, then she sank onto the bed 
and hugged a pillow.  All she could think about was 
Henry, the way the North wind had cut her face as 
she had run clutching him that night. A man shouted 
at her as she passed, knocking his paper to the 
ground. She hadn’t seen him. Didn’t care. All that 
mattered was to get to there. Soon. 



	

 Breathless, she pushed aside a pair of large 
double doors, and was dazzled by the brilliant lights, 
saw a nurse come towards her, her fingers 
automatically touching Henry’s neck. 
 ‘Tell me he’s alright!’ she screamed. ‘That 
he’s only sleeping.’ 
 ‘I’m so sorry,’ the nurse said, her face 
revealing what Miranda had feared the most. ‘He 
wouldn’t have known a thing.’ 
 Now, as she fiddled with her locket, she knew 
she had to carry on. Gerry would be expecting it; his 
patience was wearing thin. It was then that she 
remembered the cruet in her handbag. 
 She forced herself up, and clicked open the 
clasp, then held it in her hand. The silver was worn 
smooth, and it glinted in the light. It was pretty. 
Delicate. No wonder she had wanted to keep it. 
  She pulled out a battered tin box from her 
case, lifted the lid and took out a small, white 
handled hairbrush.  Every time she touched it or ran 
the soft, fine bristles against her cheek, she tried to 
capture the weight of his head in the crook of her 
arm.  She smoothed out a pair of faded yellow 
booties tied with blue ribbon then lifted them to her 
nose, before placing them next to his hairbrush. 
Finally, she took out a letter and read the familiar 
words.  

 
 Dear Mrs Lewis, 
 Thank you so for helping.  You kind. Buy 



	

medicine for my Katerina. Thank you also for 
buy food when I am not able . Not everyone so 
kind. One day I hope to pay back big kindness. 

Irena Bosko 
 

She folded it and returned it to the box, 
placing the cruet on the top.  

Whatever happened, Gerry must never find 
them. 

Opposite the bed, there was a dressing table. 
She locked the box and placed it inside a drawer. 
For a few moments, she leant against the dressing 
table, then she started to unpack. Her hairbrush, a 
bottle of Chanel Number Five, a wedding photo. 
Gerry looked so smart in his officer’s uniform; a bit 
like Gregory Peck, everyone had said.  She traced 
her image, outlining her borrowed wedding dress, 
looking for the telltale swell that she’d hoped only 
she could see.  Finally, she unpacked her clothes, 
shaking out the dresses and hanging them in the 
wardrobe, closing the door with a gentle click. 
 Everything was organized. The room seemed 
to resemble a stage set for a story that was yet to 
unfold. She straightened her skirt and took a deep 
breath, glancing around the room. Whatever lay 
ahead of her, she knew she would have to accept. 
  When she re-joined Gerry, the sun was 
casting fiery light between the leaves of the trees, 
and there was an aroma of jasmine mingling with 
mosquito coils and the endless thrumming of 



	

cicadas. 
A bottle of whisky was open on the table, a 

good two inches down. 
‘Chin-chin!’ Gerry handed her a glass then 

clinked his against hers. ‘Think we’re going to be 
very happy here, don’t you?’ 

She took her glass and watched the sunlight 
fading over the  
 
trees. For a moment, stillness settled all around her, 
then the screech of a  
 
monkey startled her as it ripped from the depth of 
the inky trees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three 
 
 



	

The last outpatients had left St Augustin’s Mission 
Hospital, and now the corridors were empty. Nick 
was sitting at his desk; he’d left the office door open, 
giving him a direct view towards the patients in 
Ward Five.  He ran his hands through his hair. The 
take up for smallpox vaccinations was getting 
greater, but there wasn’t enough money from the 
social welfare plan for both vaccinations and the 
tuberculosis-screening programme.  As far as he 
could see, the mission needed way more cash if it 
were to continue at this level, and that was before 
free meals were taken into account.  No doubt, Alice 
Matthews would be on his back again with more 
messages of gloom and doom from the board 
meeting he knew had been scheduled for earlier 
that day.   
 He opened the drawer of his desk and took 
out a copy of The Medical Weekly:  
 Staff needed for Children’s Hospital Project in 
the Philippines - including builders, community 
developers, medical and nutritional staff and 
teachers of English.  
 It was a similar advertisement that had 
brought him to Singapore in the first place. Now, 
after nearly eighteen months, he wondered if it was 
time for a change. He’d given so much of his time to 
St Augustin’s, but his faith in the mission, let alone 
his abilities, was beginning to dwindle. 
  He heard the ricochet of footsteps along the 
corridor. As he lifted his head, he saw Nurse Li 



	

standing at the door. He pushed the copy of The 
Medical Weekly back into the drawer. 
 ‘Dr Wythenshaw, Sister Bryant say come 
quick.’ 
 ‘Why? What’s wrong?’ 
 ‘You best come straight away.’ 
 He followed Nurse Li into the ward, where six 
beds were arranged on either side of the room. In 
each bed lay a boy between eight and twelve years 
of age. Above the patients, mosquito nets were 
rolled up and tied to the ceiling, reminding him of the 
folded sails on a boat. Sister Bryant was standing 
next to a bed, where a young boy was lying with his 
eyes wide open. It was Chen, the boy with 
advanced tuberculosis of the bones. A thin line of 
blood trickled from his mouth, pooling onto the white 
sheet. 
 He felt for pulse, noting the flexibility in 
Chen’s joints, the way his jaw had relaxed, and how 
his body had lost all of its tension. He placed his ear 
close to the boy’s mouth and listened for a moment, 
then stood up straight and shook his head. 
 ‘Time of death,’ he looked at his watch. ‘Five 
forty-seven.’ 
 Sister Bryant pulled the curtain around the 
bed. 
 ‘I’ll do the certificate before I go home.’ He 
glanced back at Chen. 
 Sister Bryant was brushing the boy’s hair with 
her fingers, and Nurse Li was already beginning to 



	

wash him down. 
 ‘Dear God,’ Sister Bryant crossed herself, ‘I 
claim him for the Kingdom, and I release his spirit to 
you. I cover him in the blood of Jesus. And in 
Jesus’s name, I pray.’ 
 Usually, their religion wouldn’t bother him, but 
today he felt tempted to tell Sister Bryant that he 
didn’t damn well believe in God and that Chen 
himself was beyond caring. Then he felt irritated 
with himself for being uncharitable; after all, once 
the boy was buried at the municipal graveyard at 
Bukit Brown, no one would think about him again. 
Chen, like all the other orphans, deserved this one 
last moment of respect. 
 He went back to his desk and signed the 
death certificate, then made his way out towards his 
Jaguar roadster parked beneath the shade of a 
banyan tree. 

For a moment, he sat before turning the 
ignition.  It made him guilty owning a car like this 
when there were so many others who could hardly 
feed themselves. But Gangy had given it to him on 
his thirtieth, and it always made him think of her; not 
just now when she was old, but of all those 
childhood holidays he’d spent with her in Coombe, 
far away from his parents’ bickering. Besides he 
loved it, especially driving along the coast where 
every journey revealed a point of interest:  a plant or 
tree, or the way the evening sun cast patterns 
against the stones. It was his way of releasing all 



	

the day’s tension; a perfect transition from work to 
home.   

He made his way from the hospital into the 
maze of streets around Tanjong Pagar market, then 
out towards Raymond Road. As he reached the 
long stretch of open track hugging the coast, he put 
his foot down hard on the accelerator.  
 Twenty minutes later, he arrived at Alexandra 
Gardens, where he slowed as he passed through 
the collection of government bungalows.  The lights 
were on in number five, and he thought he saw 
movement on the verandah. 
  He set the roadster to clamber up the hill 
towards Belvedere - the red Malacca tiled house 
that he shared with Charlie Moffatt and Brendan 
Watts. He parked the car and sat for a moment 
enjoying the peace. 

  In the distance, he could hear the thud of 
tennis balls on rackets, interspersed by the 
occasional burst of laughter.  He looked at his 
watch: twenty-five past six. It would be getting dark 
in half an hour, by which time Brendan and Charlie 
would have finished their game. 
 On the terrace, Khalish, the houseboy, was 
splashing water on the rolled downed chick blinds to 
cool the rooms inside. He raised his hand at Nick in 
greeting.  Nick got out of the car and made his way 
towards him. 
 ‘Evening, tuan,’ Khalish placed the bucket on 
the ground. ‘Nice day. Not many mosquito.’ 



	

 ‘That’s good. Do you think it will rain later?’ 
Nick smiled. Khalish was one of his success stories. 
Riddled with worms and malnutrition, and weighing 
less that five stone when he’d been admitted, Nick 
had doubted that he’d survive. But he had, and here 
he was determined to make the most of his 
chances, learning English in his spare time, and 
even wanting to become a teacher.   
 ‘No, tuan. The flowers on the rain tree are still 
open. I tell you before, rain only coming when the 
flower be close.’ 
 ‘When the flowers are closed,’ he corrected. 
 ‘Yes, tuan - when the flowers are closed. 
Would you like that I get you something to drink? 
Water? Whisky soda?’ 
 ‘It’s alright, Khalish, I’ll do it.’ 
 Inside the house, there was a pile of letters. 
He flicked through them, absently, before he poured 
a whisky and went to his room. He threw his keys 
and letter down onto his desk, sat down, picked up 
his pen and began to proofread the report for the 
Longland Mackintosh he’d typed the night before. 

The death rate in Singapore is currently twice 
the pre-war level.  Most diseases are caused by 
malnutrition and poverty. 95% of locals are illiterate. 
By the time patients seek help from Western 
medicine and hospital, diseases, such as 
tuberculosis of the bone, have reached an 
advanced stage. We are trying to tackle the issues 
in various ways. A mass vaccination programme 



	

has been offered at St Augustin’s along with 
screening and feeding the children. The centre 
examines on average 875 patients and provides 
2600 free meals, each month. Whilst this is 
admirable, the social welfare budget doesn’t cover 
the expense, and the centre is receiving more and 
more children at its doors every day. 
  However, education is a key factor in 
improving standards. This requires a three-pronged 
approach. Firstly, by teaching the locals to speak 
English as a common language; secondly, through 
better living conditions, and finally through teaching 
the local women to become nurses. In doing this, 
the nurses can reach out to locals in a way that, 
owing to suspicion of Western medicine, Europeans 
can’t.  

 He could hear the door opening, Charlie 
cursing and Brendan laughing, followed by the clink 
of glass. 
 ‘Want a drink, Wythenshaw?’ Brendan called. 
 ‘Already got one, thanks.’ 
 ‘Well, come and join us then!’ 
 He got up and leant in the doorframe. Charlie 
was rubbing his hair with a towel, and it stood up 
like a brush. 
 ‘Thought we’d go to the Capitol later. They’re 
showing The Third Man. Do you want to join us? 
 ‘I don’t think so.’ He took another sip of his 
whisky. ‘I think I’ll get an early night.’ 
 ‘Go on, don’t be such a miserable old sod.’ 



	

Brendan grinned. ‘I know you’re working on that 
paper, but even Einstein needs a break.’ 
 ‘Sorry, I’m just tired.’ He rubbed his eyes. 
‘But you’re right. I’ll join you.’ 
 ‘Thought we could go to the Sea View after, 
get a curry and couple of drinks.’ Charlie added.  
 He didn’t want to go, but the three of them 
had formed a bond, buoying each other up when 
their spirits weakened.  Perhaps all he needed was 
a good night out. He nodded. 
  ‘God, I’m a bit sick of curry, aren’t you?’ 
Charlie lit a cigarette. ‘Could kill some fish and 
chips. Last time I had them was in Brighton - a 
November weekend with a lady friend.’  
 ‘Bet that’s not all he’s pining for,’ Brendan 
winked. ‘What about you, Wythenshaw – what do 
you miss?’ 
 Daphne. Even though it had been over two 
years, he still kept a snap of her in his wallet. ‘Oh, I 
don’t know – everything and nothing.’ 
 ‘Well, I don’t think it’s such a bad old life out 
here. Apart from the lack of girls, that is,’ Charlie 
grinned. 

Brendan threw a tennis ball at Charlie, 
‘Honestly, trust you.’ 

Charlie threw the ball back - ‘Wythenshaw, 
you alright to drive us, again?’ 

To be honest, he was increasingly unhappy 
with them all squashing into the front a car that was 
only made for two, but he nodded, not wanting to be 



	

a killjoy. ‘Sure.’ 
As the others changed, he quickly tidied up 

the papers on his desk then he remembered the 
letter. He ripped it open. 

 
My dear Nick, 
I hope this finds you in good health. 
Dad and I are quite well considering - the 

arthritis in his hands is beginning to flare up 
now the colder weather has started.  Only the 
other day, he had to cancel a private clinic, but 
it can’t be helped, I suppose; we’re neither of us 
getting any younger. I’m sure that it seems 
strange for you to think of the cold, what with it 
being so warm out in the East.  

Nick scanned down until the word ‘Daphne’ 
caught his eye. 

Yesterday I had tea at the Hydro with Mrs 
Hamilton – not what it used to be, I must say, 
inferior quality tea - but she told me that young 
woman you were walking out with, Daphne, is 
now married to an accountant and lives in 
Esher.  I believe she even has a child on the way.  

Her words were like a knife twist. Nick 
scrunched up the letter and let it drop to the floor. 
His mother always did know how to say the very 
thing that hurt him, and she never could understand 
that it wasn’t just Daphne he was escaping from by 
coming to Singapore. 

From the window he could see Khalish 



	

sweeping leaves, bougainvillea petals floated 
through the air like confetti.  Despite all the 
downsides of the hospital, it was a better life out 
here. Could he really consider leaving it? 

He took fifty cents from his pocket.  Heads he 
would stay, tails he would start to look for another 
job in earnest.  He flipped the coin, caught it mid-air, 
then slapped it onto his other hand, before taking a 
deep breath to see which way the coin had landed. 

     
Pale moonlight illuminated the waves that were 
breaking on the shoreline close to the Sea View 
hotel.  He made his way with Charlie and Brendan 
to a table on the long verandah and sat beneath the 
electric fans. While the waiter brought them cold 
beers, he listened to the soothing rhythm of the 
water and the monkeys chattering in a nearby grove 
of coconut trees. 

 ‘That was the best bloody film I’ve seen for a 
long time.’ Brendan leant forward as the waiter 
placed three bottles of Tiger beer on the table. 
 ‘It was certainly atmospheric, but some of 
those camera angles were a bit dodgy. Could have 
done with a spirit level on the camera.’ Charlie 
turned to him. ‘What do you think NW?’ 
 Nick thoughts had kept flicking away from the 
black and white images on screen to the coin and 
the way it had landed. Tails. Leave. The problem 
was he always seemed be escaping from 
something. First, it had been his mother’s 



	

suffocating neediness after Freddie had died. He’d 
understood it in the beginning. After all, he was the 
son that was left. ‘Why don’t you take over your 
father’s practice?  Freddie would have done, you 
know,’ but he knew he would never live up to 
Freddie in her eyes.   

After that, it had been the memory of 
Daphne; the ring he’d bought, but had never placed 
on her finger. 

‘NW?’ 
He looked up. Charlie and Brendan were 

waiting for him to say something. 
 ‘Well,’ he began. ‘I’ve always liked Orson 

Wells – Citizen Kane is one of my favourite films.’  
His reply felt weak and non-committal. 

 ‘I think the atmosphere was spot on - 
captures post-war Vienna brilliantly,’ Brendan 
added. 
 ‘Been have you?’ Charlie winked at him. 
 ‘No, but I have an imagination – unlike some.’ 
Brendan smiled, then picked up his menu. ‘So, are 
we all having curry?’ 
 ‘Oh, go on then,’ Charlie leant back in his 
chair, ‘And let’s have some more beers while we’re 
at it.’ 
 ‘There’s a cabaret later.’ Brendan closed his 
menu and signalled to the waiter. ‘Billie Jackson’s 
on her way to Oz’ for a Christmas show. Heard 
she’d pretty good, actually.’ 
 ‘Why not?’ Nick agreed, but his heart wasn’t 



	

in it.  Everything felt out of kilter - like the oddly 
presented images in the film.   

‘Do you ever wonder if you’ve made the right 
choice?’ Nick asked. 
 ‘It’s too late now,’ Charlie joked. ‘Order’s 
been placed.’ 
 ‘No. Not the food, I mean about being a 
doctor – coming out here?’ 
 ‘No. Never.’ Brendan paused for a moment. 
‘What’s brought this on?’ 
 He hesitated, weighing up in his mind what 
he wanted to say; he didn’t want to tell them that he 
was thinking of leaving.  

‘My mother wanted me to join my father’s 
practice in Harley Street.’  He hadn’t talked much 
about his family before, and the others leant 
forward. ‘But I didn’t want to.’ He didn’t want to talk 
about Freddie; after all these years, the horror on 
his face as he fell was still too painful a memory. ‘It 
wouldn’t have worked - there’s still so much to put 
right for those than need it here.’ 
 ‘But isn’t that why we’re all out here?’ 
Brendan said.  
 ‘My family couldn’t understand it.’  
 ‘The rewards are different, though aren’t 
they? You’re not having second thoughts, are you?’  
Brendan leant back in his chair, as though 
assessing him. 
 ‘No.’ Nick paused. ‘But sometimes things get 
to you, don’t they?  Once in a while, a death or lack 



	

of funds or medicine makes you so angry, so 
frustrated.’  
 ‘Yes,’ Brendan nodded in agreement.  ‘But 
you’ve got to let it go, mate, try not to care so damn 
much.’ 
 ‘I can’t help it.’ 
 ‘We’re just cogs in a wheel. Remember - 
patch them up, send them home.’ 
 ‘But what if I want to be part of a bigger 
picture?’ 
 Brendan and Charlie exchanged a glance. 
‘Look,’ Brendan began, ‘All this stuff you’re doing – 
the government papers, the extra hours, it’s wearing 
you out.  No one’s saying stop caring, but it’s like 
you’re on a one man’s crusade to nowhere Why 
don’t you get a job with us at KK?’ 
 ‘Obstetrics isn’t my thing.’ 
 ‘No, but the hours are longer - the nurses, 
pretty.’  
 ‘True,’ Charlie added. ‘But he’s got to do 
what he feels is right.’ 
 Brendan took a long sip of his beer, and then 
their eyes met for a moment. It was as though 
Brendan was looking for, and finding, some deeper 
meaning. 
 ‘It’s not easy,’ Brendan dropped his voice a 
level. ‘I understand what it’s like - living in the 
shadows.’ 
 Nick felt the hair follicles on his neck and 
arms contract. Freddie. Could Brendan know? 



	

 ‘You know what your problem is, don’t you?’ 
Charlie passed a packet of cigarettes around. His 
fingers trembled as he took one.  

Charlie held up a lighter. ‘You’re an 
insufferable romantic.’ 
 ‘Me?’ Nick bristled. ‘What makes you say 
that?’ 
 ‘And an idealist. Always caring for the 
underdog, aren’t you, putting their needs before 
your own?’  
 Nick bristled, ‘Is there anything wrong with 
that?’ 
 The waiter approached the table with a large 
bowl of rice and another of curry. Nick saw Brendan 
give Charlie a warning shake of his head.  
 ‘Mmn. This smells good.’ Brendan held his 
fork above his plate. ‘And for once the rice doesn’t 
appear to be mixed with tapioca.’ 
 After they’d eaten, Brendan asked, ‘So, how 
about the cabaret?’ He wiped his fingers on his 
napkin. ‘I’m sure we can still get a table.’ 
  Nick shook his head. ‘No. Not yet. I need 
some air. I think I’ll go for a walk along the beach; I’ll 
join you later.’ 
 He made his way along the sand. He could 
hear music in the distance, and a couple laughing 
as they walked hand-in-hand ahead of him. Lights 
were blazing on the distant ships out at sea. He took 
his shoes and socks off and began to walk along the 
edge of the water. It was a beautiful, with the full 



	

moon reflecting over the waves; it cast a brightness, 
a ghostly version of daylight.  
 He sat down and looked out towards the 
ships. Singapore was safe for now, but this small 
island, like him, had experienced so many changes 
- the scars still raw for them both.  He lit a cigarette, 
watching the glow of the tobacco burning in his 
hand. The only way to heal, he knew, was to forget 
about the past.    
 He took his wallet from his pocket and pulled 
out Daphne’s snap. Her image looked surreal in the 
light, a spectre from another world.  He traced the 
outline of her face, the way her hair curled around 
her shoulders. 
 Why had he kept it so long? 
 He ripped the snap, tearing it again and 
again, allowing the pieces to scatter over the 
incoming waves.  As they fell, they mingled with the 
blue flashes of phosphorescence in the water. It 
was exhilarating to watch the fragments of Daphne 
disappear amongst the dancing sparks of blue.  
	


