
        
            
                
            
        

      



  



  



  



  



  



PART I



CHAPTER 1
February, 1942. Batavia, Island of Java, Dutch East Indies.
A
peacock eating cake is not something you see every day. But at Violet’s birthday parties, anything can happen.
The vain creature struts across the perfectly manicured lawn toward its next victim—a little boy with an enormous slice of chocolate cake teetering on the edge of a floppy paper plate.
The monkeys sense a feast too. They chatter and leap in the trees above the buffet table, making the leaves shake. They’ve got their eyes on the towering Jell-O that’s melting miserably in the heat, although the sweaty cupcakes, wilting sandwiches, or dissolving crepes will do just as nicely. European party food in the tropics. How silly. Pound cake and fruit skewers would have lasted much better in this heat, but the monkeys aren’t fussy. A servant patrols the table, slingshot in hand. Monkeys aren’t afraid of people, but if you aim a slingshot at them, they skedaddle.
I wish I could skedaddle. I’d rather eat a rotten mango buzzing with flies than suffer through this party. It’s not like Violet invited me, anyway. Papa said we had to come because Violet’s pa, Mr. Brederode, invited us, and he’s a very important man in the government. You don’t say no to the Brederodes. I can see Violet’s pa across the garden now, swilling his glass of champagne and waffling on about the price of oil. He never talks about anything else. Well, except for the war, of course, and whether we’ll be invaded. Now that Germany and Japan are on the same side, that’s all anyone ever talks about. Maybe I can stay over here, hiding in the corner, and not have to speak to Violet or Mr. Brederode or anyone at all. 
I tug miserably at my collar. I feel like I am melting, just like the ridiculous food. It’s far too hot and humid for European-style party clothes. My dress is scratchy, my long socks make my legs prickle, and my feet feel as if they’re about to explode out of my shoes. All I want to do is kick them off and sink my toes into the soft grass.
On top of everything, it’s monsoon season and could pour with rain at any moment. That hasn’t put Violet off having her birthday party outside, of course. She’s used to having things her way, and everyone had better do as they’re told, even the weather. 
“That silly peacock is terrorizing people again,” a voice behind me says.
I spin around, and there is my best friend, Bakti, grinning at me.
“What are you doing here?” I whisper, glancing around. “If Violet sees you, there’ll be trouble.”
Bakti’s been my best friend since I was seven, when his mom, Ibu Lia, came to work for us. He taught me how to spear a fish, how to dive down to where the rainbow coral grows, and how to climb a coconut tree. He’s a bit older than me, but if the wind’s behind me, I can almost run as fast as him. Almost. He’s never liked Violet, and I don’t blame him because she’s nothing but mean to us.
“Oh please, she’s as scary as a toothless piranha.” He puffs out his chest and stands even taller, but I see him scan the garden.
The peacock sidles closer to the little boy and his chocolate cake. It spreads its magnificent tail fan, its feathers shimmering emerald, sapphire, gold, and amethyst in the bright afternoon sun.
“Oh! Watch out, little boy!” I exclaim. But it’s too late. The peacock lunges. The boy shrieks, throwing his plate up in the air. The cake arches gracefully, then lands on the grass with a splat, and the peacock gets its feast.
“See! What did I tell you?” Violet has wafted over while our backs were turned. She’s wearing her best blue dress and new white satin gloves. Now that she’s eleven, Violet thinks she’s all grown up and can do silly things like wear elbow-length gloves in this heat just because it’s fashionable in Europe.
“Pfft,” I say, pursing my lips. “You haven’t told us anything, Violet. You’ve only just come over.”
She narrows her blue eyes at me, and her nose twitches, like a snarl. “Willem Shakespeare is simply the best-looking peacock in the whole city of Batavia.” Violet has a way of making everything she says sound like an absolute fact, even when she’s talking nonsense. “Pa brought him back from India, a gift from Lord and Lady Mountbatten. He’s the Viceroy, and she’s a countess, you 
know.”
I stare at her flatly. “You know it’s William Shakespeare, right?”
Without taking her eyes off me, she says, “No servants in the garden. Unless you’ve got a tray in your hands.” She doesn’t look at Bakti, but we both know she’s talking to him.
I feel a rush of irritation at her rudeness. “You should be careful your face doesn’t turn as ugly as your words.”
Violet smirks, and when I look at Bakti, I see why. He is staring at the ground, as if willing it to open up and swallow him whole.
I could kill her.
Bakti used to swat Violet’s rude comments away like they were annoying mosquitoes. But not anymore, not since he turned thirteen and became extra sensitive to everything. Now her words sting.
“This letter came for you,” Bakti mumbles, rubbing the top of his ear. He holds an envelope out to me. “Ibu said it’s important, that you’d want to open it straightaway.”
He speaks Dutch, overpronouncing every word, and I know it’s because Violet is listening. He’s always so worried about his accent, even though he speaks Dutch perfectly well. Something inside me twinges, like a pulled muscle. If she wasn’t here, we’d speak Melayu, his own language. But Violet can’t understand Melayu. Or doesn’t want to.
I stare at the envelope in his hand. My mouth is suddenly bone dry, Violet’s party fades into the background, and all I can hear is a whooshing sound pulsing in my ears.
“Well? Aren’t you going to open this very important letter?” Violet’s trying to sound like she doesn’t really care, but I know she’s dying to know what it is.
I don’t need to open it. I already know what it is.
“Just give her a minute,” Bakti says.
“Don’t you have some snakes to look for or something?” Violet snaps in his direction.
I take the letter from him with trembling hands and shove it behind my back. “I’m sure it’s nothing,” I say, my voice shaking. “I’ll open it at home.”
Violet’s eyes grow wide. “Wait, is that the letter? From the fancy singing school?” Her voice rises excitedly. “After all this time?”
Before I can stop her, she lunges behind me and grabs the envelope. She flips it over in her hands as if tossing a pannenkoek in a frying pan.
“Ooh, feels heavy . . . must be good news.” She scans the garden, then smiles at me wickedly. Next thing I know, she’s dragging me across the lawn toward the grand piano standing on a raised platform in the middle of the garden. “Everybody,” she calls, “may I have your attention please.”
“Violet, no,” I hiss, trying to wrench free. People are already staring at us, curious about what the birthday girl has to say. Someone even taps their cake fork against their champagne glass. I look pleadingly back at Bakti, but he can’t do a thing to help. If he tries, he’ll be the one in trouble.
We reach the piano, and a hush descends.
“Ladies and gentlemen, our dear Emmeline has just had a letter with some wonderful news—”
My stomach plummets. What is she doing?
“—and in celebration she would like to perform a song for us.” The glee in her voice is sickening.
The crowd murmurs their approval.
Violet clicks her gloved fingers at the sweaty pianist. “Play.”
“Play what, Miss Violet?” he says, looking every bit as terrified as I feel.
“Doesn’t matter,” Violet says through gritted teeth. “She can sing anything.”
I feel like I’m going to pass out. “Violet, please,” I whisper, panic catching in my throat. “You know I can’t do this.”
“Of course you can,” Violet says. “You sang last year with your mother, didn’t you?”
The pianist is already rushing through the introduction to a song, and Violet strides away smugly. When I don’t start singing, there’s an awkward silence. The pianist plays the introduction again, slower this time. He does an exaggerated nod when I’m supposed to come in.
I scan the crowd desperately for Papa, but I can’t see him anywhere. What I can see is a sea of faces staring at me. I know some of them—they were here last year, too, when I sang with Mama. Now pity knits their brows and settles heavy on their downturned mouths. Poor Emmy, why won’t she sing? A group of boys and girls from my class snigger to each other behind their hands. Their sideways glances cut like knives. I spot Bakti standing at the back, fists balled up, a grim look on his face. It’s hard to breathe. Darkness creeps in from the corners of my eyes, and I back away from the piano.
Just as I am about to run, there is a commotion up at the house. Someone shrieks, and everyone turns to look, including me. Mrs. Brederode, Violet’s ma, comes hurtling along the terrace, clutching her sunhat to her head. She almost trips down the wide stone steps but manages to steady herself on one of the two giant marble lions stretched out at the bottom. She comes running toward us, red in the face and waggling her hand out in front of her as if she’s hailing a betjak taxi.
“We’re doomed,” she wails, collapsing dramatically on the lawn. The rest of her message is heard only by those gathered around fanning her.
Bakti sprints over to me. “You okay?”
I shrug miserably, my cheeks still burning. Okay is the very last thing I feel. “What’s happened?”
He shakes his head. “No idea. I couldn’t hear.”
We watch as Mrs. B’s news ripples around the garden. It must be serious because the men hurry inside and the women whisper in shock.
“Emmy!” Papa rushes down from the house and across the garden toward us. “There you are. Come on, we’re going home.” He nods at Bakti, his face creased with worry.
All around us people are leaving, their plates and glasses strewn across the lawn. The monkeys are ransacking the food table, squabbling over fistfuls of Jell-O and unraveled crepes. But all I can think about is that my humiliation is finally over.
“Emmy, did you hear me?” Papa shakes me gently so that I focus on him. “The Japanese have invaded Singapore. Everyone’s saying they’re coming for us next.”



CHAPTER 2
At home, Papa goes straight into his study, slamming the door closed behind him.
Bakti and I kick our shoes off on the mat at the front door.
“I must tell Ibu what’s happened,” Bakti says, going off toward the kitchen to find his mom.
I cross our small entrance hall and press my ear to the study door so I can eavesdrop on Papa. He’s making a telephone call; I can hear the click and whirl of the phone as he dials. When the person answers, Papa doesn’t even say hello, just: “Have you heard?”
I catch snippets of the conversation. “They mean business this time,” “stronger than we thought,” and “catastrophic.”
When Japan bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii a year ago, no one could believe it. And even when they invaded Hong Kong on Christmas Day, Papa had been worried, but he hadn’t reacted like this. This time is different. I strain to hear more, nibbling at a bit of dry skin on my bottom lip.
Bakti comes back. He holds out my crumpled letter. “Here, I almost forgot. Violet dropped it in all the confusion.”
I hadn’t forgotten. I’ve been dreading this letter every day for almost a year, ever since Mama . . .
I take the envelope and turn it over to look at the return address on the back. Marlborough School for Girls. Kent. United Kingdom. My stomach lurches.
“That girl’s worse than a durian fruit,” Bakti mutters. “Get too close and you realize she stinks.”
I smile thinly.
“I shouldn’t have given it to you in front of her,” he says. “It’s just—I panicked. She makes me feel so stupid.” He slumps down on to the floor next to the study door, his back against the wall.
I want to carry on listening to what Papa is saying, but I sit down next to him, the hall tiles cool on the backs of my legs. “You’re not stupid. She’s just mean, and always will be.”
Ibu Lia comes out of the kitchen, and I quickly tuck the letter under the folds of my dress. She gives me a bowl of mango sprinkled with paprika, just the way I like it. “Are you all right, child?” she asks gently. “Bakti told me what happened.”
I’m not sure if she’s talking about the Japanese invading Singapore, or what Violet did to me at her party, so I just nod. Ibu Lia glances at the study door. “Come eat in the kitchen. Your father will find you when he’s ready.”
“I think I’ll stay here,” I say. If I get up now, she’ll see the letter from Marlborough and want to know what it says. “Thank you for the mango though.”
Ibu Lia pauses, and for a moment I think she’s going to insist. But she says, “I’ll be in the garden if you need me.” She pads back into the kitchen, and I hear the side door to the garden click shut behind her.
I shove the letter into my pocket. “I’m not opening it, you know.”
Bakti pops a chunk of mango in his mouth and shrugs. “Doesn’t matter what it says. It’s bad news for me either way.”
“What do you mean?”
“If you got in, you’ll leave.” His words hang between us. “And if you didn’t get in, I’ll have to put up with you being miserable.”
I smile weakly. “Well, I’ve already decided. Whatever the letter says, I’m not going. You saw what happened at Violet’s party. I’m useless. And anyway, I don’t want to go anymore.”
Bakti licks his sticky fingers. “You’re not useless. You just need a bit more time, that’s all.”
I’m about to tell him no amount of time will make things better, when there’s a sharp knock at the front door, and Mr. Thompson lets himself in. Mr. Thompson works at Papa’s rice exporting business and comes over for supper at least once a week, especially since his wife got sunstroke and had to go back to England to recover. Bakti thinks it had nothing to do with sunstroke, and everything to do with the fact that she never liked living in Batavia in the first place.
Mr. Thompson takes off his hat and dabs his forehead with a handkerchief. He nods at us gravely and heads straight for the study, knocks twice, and goes in leaving the door ajar. It’s easier to hear what they’re saying now, so I get to my feet, pulling Bakti up with me, and we put our ears as close to the gap as we dare.
Mr. Thompson is speaking. “—always known it was just a matter of time. The Nazis control most of Europe, and with Hitler allied with Hirohito now, the Japanese will be looking to expand their empire. We’ve watched them take island by island since January. Now their confidence is up, they’ll turn their sights on Batavia. It’s the oil fields they’re after, you mark my words. You can’t win a war without oil.”
“But they said the British army in Singapore was unbeatable.” Papa sounds exhausted. “How on earth did the Japanese overpower them so quickly? It makes me doubt our Royal Dutch Army stands a chance against them. I just can’t believe this is happening.”
Mr. Thompson murmurs in agreement. “The Allied forces are stretched too thin, even with America in the war now. The British army has enough on their plates trying to stop the Germans from crossing the English Channel. They can’t defend their colonies too. They already lost Hong Kong over Christmas, and with the Netherlands occupied by the Nazis, the Dutch can’t exactly send reinforcements, can they?”
“My god, you’re right,” Papa says. “The Japanese are so close, why would they stop now? It would take their destroyers less than a day at sea to reach Batavia from Singapore. We’re sitting ducks out here.”
“We have to get out.” Mr. Thompson is almost whispering, and I have to strain to hear.
“You mean leave Batavia?” Papa sounds incredulous. “But what about the business? We’d lose everything.”
“There won’t be a business when the war reaches us. Surely, you see that?” Mr. Thompson’s voice rises with urgency.
“I will not simply pack it all in at the first hint of trouble,” Papa says, his voice rising too. “I’ve worked too hard, lost too much already.”
“All right. All right.” Mr. Thompson sounds like he’s trying to calm Papa down. “At least think about sending Emmy to safety while you take care of things here. It’s for the best, John. We have no idea how bad things are going to get.” He pauses, then says softly, “What if she’s . . . taken?”
I grip the doorframe hard and look at Bakti, who stares back wide-eyed.
“Taken?” I hear Papa say. “Don’t be absurd! She’s only a child. Of course she won’t be taken.”
“And what if we’re called up? If we all go off to fight, will it really be safe for the women and children left behind? You can’t leave Emmy here alone.”
I can hear Papa pacing. I wait for him to tell Mr. Thompson that he’s wrong, that Batavia is our home and we are safe right here, where we belong, with our friends and our house and everything we know. I wait for him to say he’ll never send me away.
But he doesn’t say any of that. Instead, he says, “I suppose the best thing would be for her to go to that singing school in Kent. We should have heard from them by now. Trouble is, she’s not keen on it anymore, and after everything that’s happened, I wasn’t going to force the matter. I hoped she’d come round on her own.”
He pauses. I lean closer, holding my breath.
“But an invasion changes everything,” Papa sighs. “Tomorrow’s Monday. I’ll telegram the school, explain the situation, give them a nudge. I could follow her to England once I know the business is safe.”
I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. He hasn’t mentioned Marlborough in such a long time, I thought he’d forgotten all about it. I thought I could just throw the letter away without even opening it, and that I’d stay in Batavia forever. I thrust my hand into my pocket and scrunch the letter up in my fist. This blasted war is ruining everything.
Bakti lets out a long breath. “Sounds like he’s set on you going after all.”
The thought of going to Marlborough is bad enough, but saying goodbye to the only home I can really remember, to Bakti, to Ibu Lia, to Mama . . . to everything?
No. I won’t do it.
I barge into the study. “I am not leaving. And you can’t make me!”
The look on Papa’s face when he realizes I’ve heard everything is almost enough to make me run to him. But I stand firm, glowering in the doorway. Mr. Thompson clears his throat, makes his excuses, and leaves, shutting the study door behind him.
“Emmy, darling, I’m sorry you heard all that,” Papa says, wiping a hand over his face.
“Are you really going to send me away?”
“If that’s what it takes to keep you safe.”
“But why?” The cold anger from a moment ago melts to sloshy fear. Papa looks dead serious.
“Because barring some miracle, the war is coming. The Japanese have never been this close, and if they can take Singapore, there isn’t much hope for Batavia. I’ll follow just as soon as I can.”
Even though he’s standing right there, he feels very far away.
“But we’re not at war yet . . . can’t we just wait and see what happens?” I beg.
Papa crosses the room and hugs me tightly, kissing the top of my head. His crumpled shirt smells musty. I don’t hug him back.
“We can’t risk it, darling. The best thing to do now is to get you to England and into Marlborough. I’m going to send a telegram tomorrow afternoon, see if we can’t get an answer either way.”
I push him away, guarding the letter in my pocket. “I know. I heard. I don’t want to go there anymore.” Anxiety swirls in the pit of my stomach.
Papa looks at me closely. “But Marlborough has always been your dream.”
“Not anymore,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat.
Papa flops down onto the old leather couch beside the window. It exhales under his weight. He takes off his glasses and rubs the red marks they’ve made on the bridge of his nose. He always does that when he’s stressed.
I hold my breath. I think I’ve convinced him . . . Surely he won’t have the heart to send me somewhere I don’t want to go?
But he shakes his head. “I know things have been hard this past year. But you can’t just give up on your dream. I won’t let you.”
“That’s not what this is about! I just don’t want to go anymore.”
“I know leaving will be hard, but if the war comes and something happens to you . . . you’re all I have left in the world . . .” His voice trails off.
I give him my worst death stare. “I’m all you have left, but that won’t stop you from sending me halfway across the world, against my will. Alone? ”
Papa winces, hurt spreading across his face. “It’s war, Emmy. Difficult decisions have to be made. You’ll understand one day.”
“I will never understand.” My voice cracks. “What you’re doing is cruel and a hundred times worse than the war.”
It’s all too much. I run from the room, tears splashing on the floor as I go.



CHAPTER 3


In my bedroom, I lock the door and throw myself onto my bed.
How can Papa even think of sending me away? I wish Mama was here. She’d talk sense into him. But if Mama was here, maybe I’d still want to go to Marlborough.
I pull the crumpled envelope out of my pocket and run my fingers over the bumpy embossed emblem on the front.
Marlborough School for Girls. The best singing school in England.
It was Mama’s idea for me to apply. I can still remember when we did the application form last year. We were out there, on the veranda, and the monsoon rain came down so hard that the edges of the paper began to curl, and we had to run inside. We laughed so much.
That was a whole year ago. And now I finally have my answer.
Except now everything is different—I don’t sing anymore.
No, not don’t. Can’t.
Not since Mama died.
I don’t care what the letter says anyway. I’m not going, and Papa can’t make me . . . can he? Trouble is, this time I don’t think any amount of begging will convince him to let me stay. Of course . . . if I didn’t get in, all my problems would be solved.
There’s only one way to settle this once and for all.
I have to open the letter.
I close my eyes and take a deep breath.
Slowly, I peel back the edge of the envelope and wiggle my finger into the hole. My hands shake as I rip the envelope, tearing jagged edges along the top. I slip the letter out and flip it open, my eyes racing ahead to read what it says.
 
Dear Miss Abendanon,
Thank you for considering Marlborough School for Girls. After reviewing your application and references, we are delighted to offer you a place.
Congratulations.
Please find enclosed our uniform list and term dates.
Warm regards,
Mrs. Guildwaite
Headmistress
 
“No,” I whisper, scanning the letter again. “No!”
I got in. I got in. My breath comes in shaky gasps. This can’t be happening. Could I hide the letter from Papa, pretend it never came, like I was going to do all along? No, that won’t work. He’s going to send a telegram to Marlborough tomorrow, so he’ll find out I’ve been accepted anyway.
I throw the letter to the bottom of my bed as if it’s just bitten me. My mind races. Will the war really come to Batavia? The grown-ups all think so, but how do they actually know? All this time, the war has seemed so far away. It was something that might happen, but probably wouldn’t, like catching a cold from sucking an ice cube, or swallowing a spider if you fall asleep with your mouth open. It’s just a story, not something that can actually happen. So there’s still a chance this will all blow over, Japan won’t invade us, and I can stay in Batavia. Right?
A faint tapping at my door interrupts my thoughts, and I hear Papa’s low voice. “Emmy, love. Can I come in?”
I chew my bottom lip so I don’t call out to him. The last thing I need is for him to find out about Marlborough. I take deep breaths to slow my breathing, but a knot writhes in my stomach like a trapped snake.
Papa tries the doorknob. It creaks as it turns, but the door doesn’t budge. I hear him sigh as he realizes it’s locked. There is a long pause, then he retreats down the passage.
I lie on my bed for a long time, thinking. I need a plan, a way out of going to Marlborough. But what? When I get tired of thinking on my bed, I go and stare out the window. The late afternoon light casts long shadows across the veranda, and the sky glows pink orange. It didn’t rain today, after all. A day of no rain during the monsoon season is bad luck. That’s what Ibu Lia says anyway. Maybe if it rains, this whole horrid day will be washed away.
I gaze out over the garden. There used to be a wild overgrown area where the wispy grass reached past my knees. But when Mama died, Papa ripped it all out and put down lawn and a gravel path instead. I stare at the winding path now, curling from the veranda through the garden to Bakti and Ibu Lia’s hut, and the old rambutan tree beyond.
My heart feels heavy. I don’t want to leave my home.
I drum my fingers on the windowsill. Papa said he’ll send a telegram to Marlborough tomorrow afternoon. What if . . . ?
I feel a plan coming together.
What if I send a telegram first, telling them I am not accepting the place? Then, when the headmistress gets Papa’s telegram, she’ll either ignore it altogether or write back to clarify. Either way, the confusion will buy me some time, and by then the whole war thing might have blown over and I can stay in Batavia. It’s worth a shot, at least.
I’ve never sent a telegram before, but how hard could it be? I could sneak out of school after lunch and go to the telegram office. It’s not very far. I’ll only miss art, and Mrs. Jonker is so clueless, she probably won’t even notice I’m not there.
Buoyed with a new sense of hope, I sit at my desk and start drafting the telegram. It has to be short. And sound grown-up. Decisive, so Mrs. Guildwaite won’t even think of questioning it.
I write it over and over, until it’s just right. Evening falls, and my room grows dark. Outside, the crickets begin to chirp, and the air is thick with the scent of frangipani flowers. Finally, I am done. I wriggle out of my dress and put on my nightie. Then I shake out my covers and clamber into bed. Reaching under my pillow, I pull out Mama’s favorite turquoise cardigan and hug it to my chest. A tiny flicker of hope dances where before there was only dread. My plan will work. It has to.
Mosquitoes dive bomb past my ear with their high-pitched whine, and I swat them away before reaching up to unknot the mosquito net tied to a ring on the ceiling. It cascades over my bed like a waterfall. Mosquitoes can kill you here. Loads of animals can. Like scorpions, stone fish, poisonous frogs, rabid dogs, and monkeys, even tigers in the jungle. And snakes, of course. I quickly learned to shake out my shoes before putting them on and to pat down the covers before getting into bed, because you never know what’s lurking in the dark.
I toss and turn for the rest of the night, tormented by the whine of hungry mosquitoes. Pictures of soldiers and bomber planes race through my head, blurring into dreams of unsent telegrams and Violet’s disastrous party.
At dawn, the clear, looping call of the koel bird pierces the silence.
Kuu-oo. Kuu-oo.
When the early morning light creeps over my windowsill, I dress quickly, eager to get on with the school day so I can slip away to the telegram office. I brush my teeth at my sink, then slink to the kitchen, hoping Bakti will be ready to walk me to school early.
Instead, I find Ibu Lia, who wordlessly smooths down my hair and gives me a banana. My eyes dart to the kitchen door and, reading my mind, she says, “Bakti has gone to the market to find out more about what happened yesterday.”
I nod, feeling a bit disappointed that I’ll have to walk to school by myself. On the other hand, the market spreads news faster than any newspaper, so Bakti might find out something useful about the war.
I slip out without saying goodbye to Papa. Our street is eerily quiet, as though the turmoil of last night has not yet spilled into the outside world. I tuck the corner of my white blouse into my blue tartan skirt. My skin prickles from the heat already and I’m barely out the door. The telegram is in one pocket, and the letter from Marlborough lies heavy in the other—no way am I going to leave it at home for Papa or Ibu Lia to find, so it’s staying with me until I figure out how to get rid of it once and for all.
Doubt skitters through my mind. What if my plan doesn’t work?
Monsoon rain clouds gather in the distance. All around me, nothing has changed, but everything is different, as though something more threatening than rain is in the air.



CHAPTER 4
News of the invasion has spread fast.
A group of boys from my class are at the school gate, talking excitedly about what’s happened. Violet’s not there, thank goodness. A wave of embarrassment washes over me. She’s probably still laughing about what she did to me at her party. They probably all are.
I wait while a betjak taxi and a few other bicycles pass, then cross the road slowly, dread growing with each step. A few of the boys smile at me sheepishly, but no one says anything about the party. They’re all talking about the war.
“My dad says we’re goners now,” Charlie Kort says. “The Germans are going to take over the whole world.”
“It’s not the Germans, you chump,” says Oliver Smit. “The Japanese are the ones about to invade us.”
“It’s all the same thing,” Charlie replies, sounding very important. “The Japanese and the Nazis are on the same side.”
“Well, my dad says the Japanese will never beat us because they eat raw fish and hardly ever bathe,” James Otto chimes in. He isn’t very clever.
“We’ll smell them coming from miles away,” sniggers Charlie, and the whole group laughs as though he’s just said the funniest thing they’ve ever heard.
Even though I’m still humiliated from yesterday and would rather melt into the sidewalk than draw attention to myself, boys saying stupid things really annoys me.
“You shouldn’t be so rude,” I blurt. “They’re just normal people like us, with families and homes and baths. And anyway, how can you possibly smell someone from inside a bomber plane or a warship?” The boys grow quiet and look at their feet. “Besides,” I add for good measure, “we don’t even know for sure that we are going to be invaded.”
“You better hope we aren’t,” Oliver says, lowering his voice so it sounds like he is about to tell us a very important secret. “I heard my dad talking about a Japanese captain so cruel that you could die of fright just by looking at him. And when it’s full moon, he whips his prisoners just for fun.” He claps when he says whips, and we all jump.
Just then Violet comes swanning along. She’s wearing her favorite red headband. It’s not even part of our school uniform, but she thinks it makes her hair look blonder, and of course she never gets in trouble for it. Our circle opens, then closes around her, like the strings of a purse protecting a golden penny.
I glare at her.
“Wat leuk! ” she exclaims, completely ignoring me. “This is nice! What have I missed?”
The boys grow rowdy again, their common sense evaporating faster than rain on hot pavement.
“What do you think about the war, Violet?” Oliver asks, the tops of his ears turning pink when he looks at her. “Think the Japanese will get us next?”
Violet waves as if swatting a lazy fly. “Pa says the Royal Dutch Army will never let the enemy near our island. And he’s in the government, so he should know.”
The boys nod solemnly.
I scoff, and Violet turns toward me, her big blue eyes unblinking. I stare back at her, determined to stand up to her this time.
“I think the Japanese army might be very strong.” I say it not because I really think it, but because I know it’ll annoy Violet.
Everyone is staring at me, but I don’t take my eyes off her. “Singapore is much bigger than Batavia, and the Japanese beat the British army in less than two days.” I pause, unsure if I should tell them what Papa and Mr. Thompson spoke about last night. But I say it anyway. “Papa thinks we should evacuate.”
I glance nervously around the group. Some boys are nodding in agreement. Frederick Dekker opens his mouth, and I am sure he’s about to agree with me, but before he can, Violet laughs in my face.
“You would say that. You run away from everything, don’t you? Evacuating is for cowards!” She turns on her heel and marches off through the school gate. Everyone follows her, leaving me alone. Only Fred looks back.
  
All everyone talks about all day is the war. Math is a write-off because Maxwell Pine asks Mr. Hanson if he is going to enlist in the army and Mr. Hanson spends the rest of the lesson telling us about how he got shot in the hand in France in the Great War. In history, Mr. Halpin tells us that Japan was actually on our side against Germany in the First World War, and how it’s a sorry state of affairs that they’ve turned against us now. And French is a total disaster because Madame Levoir can’t stop crying.
But I’ve got much more than the war to worry about. I count down the hours until art class, the first lesson of the afternoon, when I can finally get out of here and send the telegram.
The rain starts at lunchtime. As we tuck into our nasi goreng, the dining hall grows dark and thunder barrels across the sky. The first fat drops fall lazily. I imagine them breaking open like juicy melons when they hit the hot ground. Then come the longer, thinner drops that tap their watery Morse code on the tall windows. And finally, with a rush of wind, comes the torrential rain. It hammers on the roof so loudly, we can’t hear each other talk anymore, so we all fall silent.
I push a sliver of red chili around my plate. I’ve sloshed too much soy sauce over the rice, and little clusters are floating in the brown salty liquid. I can’t eat anyway. I’m too nervous about my plan. I thumb the edge of the letter from Marlborough in my pocket. It’s become ragged and bendy, so I shuffle it around to find a sharper corner. No one understands why I can’t go. Singing with Mama made me feel so happy, like there was nothing in the world I couldn’t do. But since she died, every time I try and sing, I feel like I’m balancing on the edge of a gaping black hole and once I start falling, I’ll never be able to stop. Now I feel nothing but fear.
I check my other pocket to make sure the telegram is still there. There’s no way I’m letting Papa send me away. Not without a fight. But what if my plan doesn’t work? I’ve heard stories on the radio about children from London being sent away on trains to live with strangers in the countryside where it is safer. Maybe Papa could send me to live in the jungle here. Although I’d probably get eaten by a tiger or swallowed whole by a python. And after all that, the Japanese might not even invade at all.


  
When the bell rings at the end of lunch, I go to the bathroom and wait until everyone has gone to their afternoon classes. Then I grab my bag from my locker, hurry down the empty corridor, and slip out the back gate. I don’t stop running until I’ve turned the corner and am out of sight.
The telegram office is quiet. There are only a few people in line. I join them, hoping I don’t look as nervous as I feel. When it’s my turn, the lady behind the glass says, “Next.” She doesn’t even look up.
“Um . . .” I slide the telegram across the counter. It’s higher than I thought, and I have to stand on tiptoe. “I’d like to send this, please.”
“Where to?” the lady asks, thumbing through some pages under the counter.
I pull the letter from Marlborough out of my pocket and look at the address. “Kent, England.”
The lady’s eyes whip up, and she looks at me for the first time. Her eyes narrow. “How old are you?”
My mouth goes dry. “Twelve,” I lie.
The lady raises an eyebrow and peers over her glasses at me. “You have to be sixteen to send a telegram.” She pushes my message back toward me.
I feel my cheeks flame. I didn’t know. I thought sending a telegram was like posting a letter; anyone can do it. “P—please. It’s very important.”
“I’m sure it is, young lady, but rules are rules. Come back with your mom or dad. Next!”
A man behind me steps forward, brisk about his business, and I melt away, my plan in tatters. Back on the street, I rack my brain in a panic. Should I get Bakti to help me? He’s tall for thirteen but probably won’t pass for sixteen. And I can’t ask Ibu Lia. She’d never lie to Papa for me. Papa’s probably at the main post office in town at this very moment, sending his telegram to Marlborough.
I shuffle away from the telegram office, biting back tears through gritted teeth. I’m not giving up. I’m not going to Marlborough, and that’s that. I’ll just have to find another way of convincing Papa. Ugh, if only I could find out what the Japanese are planning, if the war is really coming, or if this whole thing is just grown-ups overreacting as usual.
And just like that, it dawns on me. I know exactly who to ask. I set off quickly, trying my best to dodge the warm murky puddles left behind by the rain.



CHAPTER 5
Mr. Yukoshima’s shop is in a narrow side street with no sidewalks and with overhanging roofs that almost touch.
He sells all sorts of things, like sweets, big paper lanterns, and handheld fans made of bamboo and decorated with delicate paintings of people or mountains or sunsets. My favorite part of his shop are the jars filled with mysterious herbs and powders. He keeps them up on the highest shelves, so no one can touch them. Mr. Yukoshima comes from Japan, but he’s lived in Batavia for longer than I’ve been alive. He and Papa are very good friends, and he always gives me a treat when I stop by. If anyone can answer my questions, he can.
I push open the blue door, and the bell tinkles merrily. There is no one in the shop, not even Mr. Yukoshima. A large wooden crate sits on the counter, and I go and peer inside it, hoping it’s the latest delivery of sweets. Instead of sweets, there are rows of glass bottles with cork stoppers. I take one out and hold it up. It’s filled with a white powder.
I am about to pop out the cork and take a sniff, when Mr. Yukoshima appears from behind the curtain that separates the shop from where he lives. “Hello, Emmy-chan,” he says, smiling broadly. “It is a welcome surprise to see you again.”
I get such a fright that I almost drop the bottle. I slip it quickly back into the crate, making all the other bottles clatter.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Yukoshima,” I reply, bowing just like he taught me. My wet socks squelch in my sandals. I must look a sight, but I don’t think he notices—or is too polite to say so.
Mr. Yukoshima takes the box from the counter and puts it on the floor. Then he takes one bottle out and holds it up, turning it around so the powder falls this way and that. “Very strong medicine. Quinine. For fever. Excellent for the most effective treatment of malaria.”
I nod solemnly, wondering where the sweets might be.
Mr. Yukoshima’s eyes are always shining, as if he’s just heard good news or knows an exciting secret. And he always looks smart—gray trousers, collarless shirt neatly tucked in, a silk sash tied around his waist in a simple knot. Over this, he wears a wide-sleeved kimono-style coat. His long silver hair is fastened at the nape of his neck and streaks down his back like mercury in a thermometer.
When silence fills the space between us, he says gently, “Speak your mind, child.”
I clear my throat. “Mr. Yukoshima, sir—I mean, san . . .” I take a deep breath and blurt, “Everyone says the war is coming and that the Japanese are going to invade us. Violet says the Dutch army will protect us, but Papa doesn’t agree, and he wants to send me away, but I don’t want to go. And the boys in my class are ghastly. They say horrible things about the Japanese, that there’s a terrible captain who will whip us, and I can’t stand it because you’re from Japan and you’ve only ever been nice to me.” I dig my nails into my palms and take a breath. “Mr. Yukoshima, what is going to happen to us?”
Mr. Yukoshima listens intently. Then he reaches for the sweet jar, slowly unscrews the lid, and hands me a hard candy. It fills my cheek, clattering against my teeth as I suck it.
He smiles kindly. “Do not trouble yourself with little boys. A frog in a well does not know the great sea.” He must see the confusion on my face because he adds, “They know nothing of the world, Emmy-chan. Nor do they wish to learn.” Then he grows serious. “I have heard of this man. His name is Captain Sonei. He has kurai tamashī.” He taps his chest. “Dark soul.”
The back of my neck tingles, and I shudder.
“I cannot say for certain what is coming,” Mr. Yukoshima says. “It has been many years since I left Japan, and I have worked hard to make Batavia my home. Japanese are good people. Hard-working people. But we are proud. Many share Emperor Hirohito’s dream of a Japanese Empire.” His eyes become misty. “When war comes, things will be very difficult for me . . . and for you, too, I fear.” He sighs and pats me lightly on the shoulder. “You and I know what it is to live with our hearts in more than one place. You were born in Batavia, but you moved to Europe when you were young, did you not?”
I nod. “Amsterdam, then Paris. Mama was half French.”
“Then after France, you lived in . . . ?”
“England.”
“Ah. And then you came back to Batavia.” He makes little circles in the air with his forefinger. “Many different places, many different homes.” His eyes twinkle. “For you, a monkey in a tree is as ordinary as a dog in a kennel; a frangipani flower as familiar as an English rose. You inhabit both worlds.” He sighs sadly. “Batavia may be the country of your birth and your home now, Emmy-chan. But remember, people like us are only ever guests here.”
I am about to ask him why I’m a guest in Batavia if I was born here, when a movement in the street catches my eye. Two boys are milling around, peering into the shop. It’s Charlie and Oliver. What are they doing out of school already? I can tell they’re up to no good. Suddenly, they both kick the shop door, making it clatter on its hinges and rattling the bell.
I jump, and Mr. Yukoshima yells, “Oi!”
By the time I get outside, the boys are halfway down the street, laughing and clapping each other on the back. Oliver snatches something from Pak Farouk’s fruit stall as he passes.
I turn back to Mr. Yukoshima. “See how awful they are! And Oliver just stole from Pak Farouk!”
Sadness creeps across the old man’s face. “It is not only you who has reason to fear the coming storm, Emmy-chan.”



CHAPTER 6
At home, I kick my sandals off at the door and let my schoolbag slip from my shoulder. I peer into the sitting room, wondering if anyone is home, but the room is empty. A palm frond reaches in through the open window, its long fingers bouncing in the breeze.
I can’t stop thinking about what Mr. Yukoshima said—that I’m a guest here. Instead of finding answers, I feel even more confused, and I still don’t know if Japan will invade us or not.
“Selamat sore? Hello? Emmy, is that you?” a voice calls from the veranda.
Ibu Lia is sitting on the back steps, shelling peas. Her black hair is bound into a thick braid that falls over her shoulder, its tasseled end almost brushing the step. She hums to herself—a lullaby she sang to me in the months after Mama’s accident, when the days and nights blurred into one another and tears soaked my pillow.
“Emmy, you are home.” She glances up at me, her cheeks rising to meet her eyes. Ibu Lia smiles with her whole face.
I plop down on the other end of the top step and lean back against the railing post. Ibu Lia says nothing but watches me with steady eyes, her fingers popping the peas from their casing into the bowl beside her.
“Boys are so stupid!” I blurt, grabbing a handful of pods and pinching one until it snaps open. I pick out one pea and then another and toss them into the bowl. I think about Charlie and Oliver running away from Mr. Yukoshima’s shop. They looked so smug, so proud of themselves for kicking his door like that. “Seriously, sometimes I just don’t know what goes on in their pea brains!”
Ibu Lia laughs, and I smile begrudgingly. I am a mess of feelings inside, like a ball of wool that’s become unraveled. If only I could find the end, untangle it, and roll it back up neatly, maybe then the world would make sense again. I split open the next pod and throw the peas toward the bowl. Two land safely; one bounces and rolls away on the smooth veranda as if trying to escape.
“Ibu Lia? This is my home, isn’t it?”
Her eyes flick up. “Yes, Emmeline. Of course this is your home.” She is looking at me with a strange expression on her face, and she’s stopped shelling peas. She takes a breath as if to say something more but stops herself. Then she says, “Why do you ask such a question?”
I shrug, struggling to sift through the fears that crowd my mind: Marlborough, the war, the terrible Captain Sonei everyone is talking about, and the sad look on Mr. Yukoshima’s face when the boys kicked his door. “Mr. Yukoshima says people like him and me will always be guests here. What did he mean?”
Ibu Lia lowers her eyes. “It is not my place to talk about this, child.”
“Please, I don’t have anyone else to ask.”
Shifting her weight, Ibu Lia speaks slowly, choosing her words as though they are mangoes at the market, turning them over, checking for bruises. “Some people are like trees. They are born in a place, they put down roots, and the roots grow deep into the soil that is their home. But others are like the swifts who have wings and follow the sun. They do not belong fully to one place but are at home in many.”
“Like me? Am I like the swift?”
Ibu Lia nods. “You were born here. This is your home. One day, you may move again as you did when you were young, and you will call that new place home too.”
I let her words wash over me. “But I don’t want to live anywhere else. Can someone be a swift and a tree?”
Ibu Lia smiles and tosses another pea into the bowl.
“Just like you to want the best of both worlds!” Bakti steps down between us, touching his mother on her shoulder in greeting, then bumping me with his elbow. He stands a few steps below us and leans against the wooden railings. “Where were you, then? I waited ages at the school gate.”
“Oh!” My hands shoot up to my mouth. In all the excitement this afternoon, I completely forgot that Bakti was supposed to walk me home. “I . . . left school a bit early. Sorry.”
“I stood there like an idiot until everyone had left. They all stared at me.”
“I said sorry, didn’t I?” I snap. After the horrible day I’ve had, I don’t need Bakti on my case too.
He looks at me sharply, but lets it go. “Sooo, I heard what Sir said yesterday . . . are you really leaving?”
“Not if I can help it.” I jut out my chin to hide how miserable I feel. “Did you find anything else out about the invasion, or what the Japanese might do?”
Bakti speaks quickly, eager to share his news. “I was down at the auto shop earlier . . .” His eyes flick over to Ibu Lia, who clicks her tongue in disapproval and tosses the rest of the unshelled peas into the bowl. “. . . and it’s all true. The Japanese bombed Singapore’s airfields and Kampong Bahru docks. Pak Arif, the butcher, got a telegram from his cousin who lives there. There wasn’t even a blackout—all the streetlamps were lit, so the bombers could see exactly where to bomb.”
I have only been to Singapore once, when I was nine. It’s a beautiful city . . . or at least, it was. There were grand tree-lined boulevards, mansions with emerald-green lawns, cricket clubs, and elegant tearooms where you could get sponge cake and Yorkshire puddings on Sundays. Mama explained to me that Singapore is a British colony, just like Batavia is a Dutch colony. That means Singapore belongs to the United Kingdom and King George is their king, just like the Dutch East Indies belong to the Netherlands and Queen Wilhelmina is our queen. Almost everything you can get in England, you can also get in Singapore. Except for the weather, of course. It must look very different now, after being bombed.
A heavy weight tugs at the back of my throat, and I swallow hard. “Bakti, what if we are bombed like Singapore?”
Bakti wipes his nose with the back of his hand. “Sometimes, something bad’s got to happen for something good to come of it. That’s what the boys at the auto shop say.”
Ibu Lia stands up and slips her feet back into her sandals. “I have told you to stay away from those auto shop boys. They fill your head with nonsense.” Her voice is stern, but she touches Bakti’s cheek, then tucks the bowl under her arm and goes into the house.
“It’s not nonsense,” Bakti says under his breath.
Just then, Papa comes striding down the veranda toward us.
When Bakti sees him, he stops leaning on the railings and stands up straight. “Good afternoon, sir.”
“Bakti! How are my mangoes getting on, young man?”
“They’re growing well, sir. They’ll be ready to pick any day now.”
“Excellent!” Papa leans down and kisses the top of my head briskly. “Come, Emmy, I have news.” He pulls me up, and I follow him into the house. I glance back at Bakti, who lopes off into the garden toward his hut.
Inside, the house is cool and shady. Warmth leeches from my bare feet into the cold hallway tiles. We head to the sitting room, and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light.
“Emmy,” Papa declares. “I’ve thought about it long and hard, and I’m coming with you to England. My agents will act on my behalf until I can return to Batavia, and any major business decisions can be communicated from London.” He pours himself a whiskey from the decanter on the liquor cabinet, swilling the golden liquid around the glass. “I think I’ve found a way to get us out. It’s all going to depend on where the Japanese navy will be patrolling in the next couple of weeks, but if things go our way and I can get hold of tickets, we’ll be in England before we know it.”



CHAPTER 7
I sink into the nearest chair and clench my toes around a tuft of the shaggy rug.
So, this is really happening.
Papa is still talking. “. . . I telegrammed Marlborough this afternoon, hopefully we’ll hear back soon.”
I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm. “I told you yesterday, Papa. I’m not going.” My knees start shaking, and I push them together with my hands so he doesn’t notice.
“Emmeline, enough,” he says. Then his tone softens. “We have to stop going around in circles about this. It’s not going to be safe here for much longer.”
I feel myself starting to panic. “But we don’t know that the Japanese are definitely going to invade! You’re basing your whole plan on something that might not even happen.” I try very hard to keep my voice level, to sound grown-up. I know he won’t listen to me if I whine. “No one else is going, Papa. Even if Japan invades, they all think our army will protect Batavia. Why do we have to be the only ones running away?” Violet’s words still sting. Evacuating is for cowards.
Papa pushes his glasses up. “Everyone is wrong. That’s the truth of it. The Japanese will invade, and Batavia will fall. This isn’t easy for me either, you know. I could lose the business, the house, everything I’ve made here. And we are not running away. We are being sensible. I am trying to keep you safe. Why is that so hard to understand?”
“What about Bakti and Ibu Lia?” I ask, jutting out my chin. “Will they come with us?”
Papa frowns. “Come with us? No, they’re not leaving. Batavia is their home.”
It’s the final straw. Everything inside me boils over. “It’s my home too!” I yell. 
Papa throws up his hands, exasperated. “It’s different, Emmy.”
I leap up, balling my fists together. “Why? Why is it different? I should have a say in all of this. I shouldn’t have to leave if I don’t want to.”
I don’t know how it happens, but just as I march toward the door, the letter from Marlborough tumbles from my pocket and lands with a papery whisper on the wooden floor. Papa sees it before I can scoop it up.
“What’s that?” he says.
I pick it up quickly. “Nothing.”
But I’m not fooling him. He always knows when I’m hiding something.
“Let me see.”
“No.” I back out the door.
“Emmeline Abendanon, stop right there.”
I’ve got no choice but to fess up. My hand trembles as he takes the letter.
His eyes widen. “It’s from Marlborough! When did you get this?”
I shrug and stare at the floor, desperate to stop what’s about to happen.
Papa takes the letter out of the torn envelope and reads it. The silence is excruciating. “Emmy, you’re in! Oh, darling, this is exactly what we’ve been waiting for. And look, they say you can start as soon as we get to England. This couldn’t be more perfect.”
I bite back tears. I knew he’d react this way. Happy. Overjoyed.
Papa kisses me triumphantly on the forehead. “I’m so proud of you. You’ve been through so much. But this right here, this is your future.”
I don’t even try to argue anymore. There’s no point. He’ll never understand.
“Why don’t you ask Ibu Lia to make you a snack. I’m going to prepare a reply to Marlborough straightaway. I’ll have to apologize for the telegram I sent earlier, of course.”
He goes to the study, and I am alone. An unbearable pressure builds at the base of my throat. I press my eyes with the heels of my hands, but it’s no use. I begin to sob. I miss Mama so much I can’t breathe. Everywhere I look, something reminds me of her. Her piano over there, where we used to sing together; the photographs of us along the top. Her favorite cushion is still on the couch, all flat where she used to sit on it, where she’d read me a story, or listen to a program on the wireless.
Sometimes I forget she is dead, and it’s like she’s chatting to Ibu Lia in the kitchen and will come and find me at any moment.
The walls feel like they are closing in. I need to get out of here. I go to the door and slip on my sandals. Ibu Lia is humming in the kitchen, and I hear Papa cough in his study and rustle some papers—probably the telegram he’s writing to Marlborough. Quickly, I dart down the steps, pick my way along the flower bed instead of the crunchy gravel path so no one will hear me, and sprint out the gate.
The graveyard isn’t far from our house. I run to it in record time, crashing through the squeaky iron gate. The late afternoon sun glints orange through the trees, and the cemetery garden is so peaceful, I fear my raging heart will chase away the silence. Treading carefully, I make my way through the gravestones to the very back, where the grass grows lush against the red brick wall, and a cherry tree throws dappled shade on the ground.
There, I kneel, brushing away a few twigs and white blossoms from the base of the headstone. I run my fingers over the words and numbers chiseled into the stone. Théa Abendanon. June 4, 1898 – 
April 28, 1941.
“Hello, Mama.”
After all this time, I still hope she’ll answer.
“I can’t go to Marlborough.” My tears make little muddy splotches on the ground. “I know it was our dream, but I can’t sing without you. I’ve tried, and I just can’t. And Papa doesn’t understand. He thinks I’ll just get over it.”
I lie down and pull my knees to my chest. The wilting blossoms smell sweet against the rich earth, and the gravestone is hot from baking in the sun all day.
“I don’t want to leave you,” I whisper.
Memories tumble through me. Waking up to the smell of Mama’s pancakes on Saturday mornings; Mama humming while she combs my knotty wet hair on the veranda, her hands warm and gentle; us singing harmonies to our favorite songs. I’d give anything to sing with her, just one more time. My throat aches just thinking about it. Her voice rings in my ears, so clearly, I can almost believe she is really here, singing to me now.
Just sing.
But I can’t. Mama is gone, and she’s never coming back. The truth of it makes me crumple inside.
I lie there for a long time, bruised by the memories but not wanting them to stop. The daylight turns pale, and my cheek grows cold against the ground.
A hand touches my shoulder. “Emmy.”
“How did you find me?” I ask, sitting up. 
Bakti squats down next to Mama’s grave. “I just knew.”
“So Papa told you we’re definitely leaving?”
Bakti nods, sadness tugging at the corners of his mouth.
He helps me to my feet, and we walk to the gate. He pushes it open and stands back to let me go first. I glance back at Mama’s grave. I am shivering in the gathering darkness, but my mind is clear.
I’m not going to Marlborough. I’m going to make sure of it.



CHAPTER 8
Figuring out a way to stay isn’t as easy as I thought.
Every afternoon, I listen to the news on Radio Batavia to keep track of what the Japanese army is doing. So far, other than a few skirmishes on other islands, they have not come any closer to Batavia. But I know Papa is working on his plan for us to evacuate. I overhear him on the telephone sometimes, talking about which ships might risk the journey, and whether they are taking passengers. 
My time is running out.
Meanwhile, our town prepares for war. All anyone talks about is whether the Japanese will attack, and if the Dutch and British armies are strong enough to defend us. Air raid sirens are put up everywhere now, not just in the town center, but the town hall, the docks, even on our own street. Violet’s ma, Mrs. Brederode, marches up and down the neighborhood, shouting orders to the workers who scramble up the lampposts to attach the sirens.
At night, we have blackouts and the whole city is dark and silent. Ibu Lia buys thick black cloth from the market and sews curtains for every window. We put them up when the sun sets so we can have the lights on and not be a target for Japanese bombers. I know we need them, but they make the house so hot at night, it’s hard to sleep. I bet they’ll get moldy, like everything else during monsoon season.
One afternoon, I come back from the market with Ibu Lia to find Papa and Bakti waist-deep in an enormous hole in the lawn. Sandbags and planks of wood lie scattered across the garden.
“Air raid shelter,” Papa says, leaning on his spade and wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. “In case . . .” He swoops his hand through the air like a bomber plane and whistles. Then, seeing the shock on my face, he says, “Don’t worry, it’s just a precaution. If all goes to plan, we’ll be long gone by the time Japan invades.”
Bakti grunts and keeps on shoveling.
I make myself useful by bringing them glasses of lemonade and filling a bucket with water so they can splash themselves to keep cool, but only Papa uses it. When the hole is finished, I slide down into it. Half my body is aboveground, and half below. I stretch my arms out sideways but can’t touch the sides. The earth smells rich and dank. Earthworms twist in the upturned soil, and a beetle burrows back to safety.
Bakti and Papa stack the sandbags on top of each other all around the outside of the excavation, leaving only a small gap for the entrance. I try to help, but the bags are so heavy I can’t drag them more than a few centimeters. Papa splashes his face and arms often, but Bakti doesn’t. He waits patiently for Papa before they haul the next sandbag into place together.
When all the sandbags have been used up, Bakti drags over the planks of wood. With a lot of tugging and pushing, they balance the planks over the tops of the sandbags to make the roof, and our bomb shelter is complete. The only thing left to do is to lay clods of grass over the roof to camouflage it, so the bombers won’t be able to see it from the air.
At last, I can help. I scramble onto the roof. “Does everyone in Batavia have to make an air raid shelter?” I ask, patting down the soft grass.
“Most families do. The government has been generous,” Papa says, wiping away a bead of sweat and smudging mud across his forehead.
Bakti starts hitting the grass extra hard, sending bits of soil flying everywhere.
I don’t think Papa notices, because he says, “Right, you two can finish up here. I’m going to get cleaned up.” He slides down and saunters back to the house.
I pull a mud clod from my hair and throw it at Bakti. “What’s up with you?”
He sits back on his haunches and looks at me crossly. “Your government only gave Europeans the supplies to build shelters. Did you know that?”
I shake my head. It hadn’t even occurred to me that not everyone in Batavia would have their own shelter.
Bakti jumps down from the roof and strides off into the garden.
“Don’t be mad!” I call after him. “You and Ibu Lia can use ours.”
He doesn’t stop, just raises his arm in a quick movement. I can’t decide if it is to say thank you, or to tell me to shut up.
  
I like spending time in our bomb shelter. It’s cooler and quieter in there, the perfect place to plot how to stay in Batavia.
Bakti never comes in with me. Even when I tell him I’ve decorated it with things from the house to make it comfortable—a rug, cushions to sit on, an oil lamp, and a flask of drinking water—he just shrugs and says he’s got work to do.
One afternoon after school, I am in the shelter munching on rambutans from the tree in our garden, my notebook balanced on my knees. I’m trying to think of ways to get out of going to Marlborough. I read over what I’ve written so far:
1. Run away.
2. Promise I’ll do everything Papa says for the rest of my life.
3. Ask Mr. Yukoshima to write to Emperor Hirohito to tell him not to invade us.
I rip the page out, crumple it up, and toss it on the floor with all the others. Useless.
So far, refusing to go to Marlborough hasn’t worked. Nor has begging, crying, or even slamming doors. Papa is still set on us leaving. What I need is something logical, some sort of proof that staying in Batavia will be safer than evacuating.
I pluck another rambutan from the bowl and sink my thumbnail through the dark red skin with a satisfying tik. Its beard of soft green spikes tickles my hand as I peel the skin away. I bite into the glassy white fruit inside, sweetness exploding over my tongue. I used to think rambutans were weird, like giant hairy lychees, but now they’re as normal as apples or pears—and much more delicious.
They don’t even have rambutans in England.
A noise outside catches my attention. Peering through the gap in the sandbags, I spot Bakti’s knees.
I stick my head out and squint up at him. “Wanna come in? It’s cozy in here now. I’ve even got rambutans, your favorite.”
“No thanks.”
There’s an awkward silence.
Bakti peers down at me. “What do you do in there all afternoon, anyway?”
I narrow my eyes at him. “If you want to know, you’ll have to come and see for yourself.”
He hesitates, then says, “Ugh, you’re so annoying. Move.”
I hide a triumphant smile as he slips into the shelter.
It’s cramped with both of us in here. With Papa and Ibu Lia, this space would be a very tight fit, but hopefully we’ll never have to use it for what it’s really for.
Bakti looks around at the rug and cushions. He sees the shiny black rambutan pips, the hairy peels, and the scrunched-up balls of paper strewn across the floor. He picks one up, smooths it out, and reads it. A little smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth. “Seriously? This is your big plan?”
“Well, you think of something better, then.” I snatch the paper from him and ball it up again.
Bakti’s eyes flick up to meet mine. “Maybe it’s not the worst idea in the world if you go.”
I can’t believe he just said that. I stare at him so hard he looks away, then mumbles, “I mean . . . it’s just . . . the boys down at the auto shop say there’s not just a war coming. There’s going to be a revolution too—”
“You’re not allowed to talk to those boys! If you go there again, I’m going to tell Ibu Lia.”
Bakti rolls his eyes. “You will not.”
“I can’t believe you want me to go.” It never occurred to me that Bakti might not be on my side. The realization stings.
He softens. “I don’t want you to. I just, well, what if Sir is right? You might not be safe here when the war comes.”
I swat his words away, irritated that I let him into my shelter.
Bakti picks up another paper ball from the ground and smooths it open. It’s my list of reasons for not going to Marlborough. The last thing I wrote was because Mama isn’t here.
“I miss her, too, you know,” he says softly. “I know she was your mom, but I loved her. She was kind, and she made me laugh. She’d be so happy you got into Marlborough. She’d want you to go.”
I feel my chin wobble. “But I can’t do it without her. I just want her back.”
“I know. Me too.”
  
Papa calls me into the lounge a few days later. It’s dark outside, the night is close, and even though all the windows are open, the blackout curtains don’t let in a single breath of air. Citrus candles flicker on the piano and around the room, their zesty smell keeping the mosquitoes away. Outside, the crickets chirp their evening song.
Papa is sitting at the piano, a far-off look in his eyes. “Your mama loved this old thing. I remember the day it arrived on Pak Ali’s cart. It took six men to get it in here. She was so happy.”
“I remember,” I say, looking up at the framed photograph of Mama, Papa, and me that has pride of place on top of the piano.
In the photograph, we are standing knee-deep in a mountain stream, the jungle all around us. Papa’s arm is draped over Mama’s shoulder, and I’m standing in front of her, both her arms around me. Her long dark hair tumbles over my shoulders, mixing with mine. We’re all laughing.
Bakti took the picture. It was the first time he’d used a camera, and he kept putting his finger over the lens. We spent all day in the rock pools and explored a rickety hut at the water’s edge. The monkeys stole our sandwiches, which was annoying then, but funny later.
I touch an ivory piano key with my forefinger, ever so gently, so I don’t play the note. It feels smooth and cool. Mama called her piano Ella after Ella Fitzgerald. My favorite thing in the world used to be when Papa played and Mama and I would sing. Then she’d twirl me around the room, and we’d laugh and laugh.
“I booked our tickets today,” Papa says, snapping me back to reality. “It wasn’t easy, but I’ve found a ship that’ll take us to Cape Town, then on to England . . . We leave the day after tomorrow.”
My whole body turns cold. I thought Papa was still struggling to find a ship that would risk making the voyage! Two days! It’s not enough time.
Papa plays a few chords, slowly, deliberately. “Remember this?”
I swallow hard. “Don’t Fence Me In” by Cole Porter. Mama’s favorite song.
Papa begins to sing, then smiles and nudges me with his elbow. “Come on, you know the rest.”
My pulse races, and my mouth goes instantly dry. I shake my head.
“Come on, Emmy. Just try.” Papa plays a little faster, tapping his foot. I watch his fingers fly over the keys.
Sing! Take a deep breath and just sing! I know I should. Deep down, I want to. But I can’t. I’m completely frozen. It’s like I’m in a dark room and can’t find my way out.
I stand up and back away from the piano. “Stop, Papa!”
Papa stops playing. He is so disappointed, I can’t bear to look at him.
“It’s all right,” he says, standing up and closing the piano’s lid. “It’s my fault. You’re not ready. Let’s give it a bit more time, eh? By the time you start at Marlborough, you’ll be back to your normal self.”
He hugs me tightly, but all I feel is dread. I have to find another way to convince him to stay before our ship sails.



CHAPTER 9
The idea comes the very next day, from Violet, of all people. She flicks a paper ball at me in French class. It’s wet with spit and hits the top of my ear. I spin around, glaring at her.
“I don’t think I’d like to be one of those people,” she whispers, leaning over her desk toward me.
I roll my eyes. She always starts midsentence, as if everyone is just supposed to know what she is talking about. “Which people, Violet?”
She frowns as if I’m the one who can’t keep up. “Those poor refugees, of course.”
I look at her blankly, one eyebrow raised.
“You mean you haven’t heard?” she says with mock horror. “You’re so behind the times, Emmy. There are refugees coming from Singapore, hundreds of them . . . some with only the clothes on their backs.” She flicks her blond ponytail. “Quite what we’re supposed to do with them, I don’t know. They need food, clothes, a place to stay. Everything. Pa says they’re such a nuisance. I mean, why can’t Australia take them?”
I sigh and turn my back on her. Expecting Violet to have empathy is like telling a wasp not to buzz around lemonade. But something makes me turn around again and ask, “Where are they? The refugees?”
Violet leans forward, gripping the front of her desk, her eyes wide. “The docks.” She says it like a swear word.
I stare at her. She’s so dramatic. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with the docks. I’ve been there loads of times with Papa, visiting his rice warehouse. And right next door is the harbor, where in a few days, Papa and I will sneak aboard our evacuation ship.
“Quit staring,” Violet snaps, pulling her nose up at me.
“Emmeline, Violet, would you care to share your riveting conversation with the class?”
“Sorry, Madame Levoir,” we both mumble.
After school, I head straight for Papa’s study and rifle through the newspapers until I find yesterday’s Batavian News. I tuck it inside my blazer and dash to my bedroom. My room is a mess, with suitcases and clothes strewn everywhere. Papa thinks I’ve been packing, but mostly I’ve just been chucking clothes on the floor, pretending to pack. I clear some space and spread the newspaper out on my bed, rustling the pages as I flick through them. There it is:
SINGAPORE REFUGEES ARRIVE IN BATAVIA
I scan the article quickly. We ask the good people of Batavia to donate food or clothing to our civilian allies in their time of need.
My mind races. Violet was right. People are coming to Batavia to escape the war in Singapore. They’re leaving danger and coming to safety.
I feel a plan sputtering to life.
I grab my atlas off my shelf and flip it open to the world map in the center. I need to see just how long the sea journey will be to England. And how dangerous.
On the right-hand page, just over halfway down, are the islands of the Dutch East Indies, scattered in the sea like bread crumbs. I put my finger on Java, our island, and trace our escape route left across the map—across the Indian Ocean, past India, then down, down, down, past Madagascar, around the tip of Africa to Cape Town. Then into the Atlantic Ocean and up, up, up, all the way around Africa, which is much bigger than I thought. Namibia, Angola, Nigeria, Ghana. Around the bulge past Senegal and up to Morocco at the top of Africa. Then into Europe. Portugal, Spain, France, and finally, England.
It’s a long journey. Papa said we’re sitting ducks here in Batavia, but a passenger ferry traveling across the world would be easy pickings for Japanese or German warships. Why would he risk it? If Batavia is safe enough for the refugees, surely it’s safe enough for us?
I put my finger on our island, Java, again. This time, I move my finger to the right. Up, up, up, past Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam, and China, until I reach Japan, floating in the Pacific Ocean like a comma at the end of the world.
How dangerous could such a tiny country actually be?
I know exactly how to convince Papa once and for all that staying in Batavia is the safest thing to do.
I have to see the refugees for myself.
  
Evacuation day dawns like any other. Papa kisses me goodbye before school and reminds me to come straight home so we can do the last bits of packing before heading to the harbor after dark.
But I’ve got other plans.
After school, Bakti is waiting at the gate as usual. I wave happily when I spot him. He lifts his arm in greeting, but when he sees the eager look on my face, his wave freezes and his smile falters.
“So what’s this for?” he asks, holding up the bag I asked him to bring, the one I packed hastily this morning with tins of stewed fruit, a bag of rice, an old cardigan, and a bottle of shampoo I’ve only used once.
“Perfect!” I grin. “This is just what they need. Come on, let’s go.”
“Just what who needs?” he asks, his eyebrows knitting together.
“I’ll tell you on the way.” I try to hurry him along, but he’s annoyingly suspicious and dragging his feet.
School children are streaming through the gate now. Some set off in groups, babbling happily; others jump into automobiles to be ferried home by their drivers. One or two pony carts are parked in the shade, their drivers dozing with their feet up, waiting for their next customer.
“Come on!” I hiss at Bakti, which is entirely the wrong thing to say.
He plants his feet and crosses his arms. “I’m not going a step farther till you tell me what you’re up to.”
“Can you not go anywhere without your faithful little servant trundling along after you?” a voice sniggers behind me.
Violet.
“Darn it,” I curse under my breath. Violet is exactly what I don’t need right now.
She breezes straight past Bakti as if he isn’t even there, her fake smile aimed only at me. “Honestly, Emmy, one would think you two can’t exist without each other.”
I’ve got to get rid of her somehow.
“It’s called friendship, Violet. Not that you’d know anything about it. Anyway, we don’t have time to talk. We’ve got an errand to run for my father.” I put on my most authoritative voice and toss my hair for good measure, just like I’ve seen her do. “Very important war business.”
I can feel Bakti’s disapproval boring in to me.
Violet’s eyes narrow. “What war business?” Her voice goes up at the end, and I gloat inwardly. She’s jealous.
Quickly, I turn to Bakti and say in Melayu, “Just go along with what I say, okay? Please.”
“Stop speaking your secret little language. It’s pathetic,” Violet huffs, obviously annoyed that she doesn’t understand.
“I’ll speak my language any time I want, thank you very much,” Bakti says in Melayu. His voice is calm, but his eyes flash with resentment.
Violet has no idea what he just said, and it makes her fume. “You have to speak Dutch!”
“Are you going to make me?” Bakti says in Melayu, pursing his lips in a smirk.
This is getting out of hand. We’ll never make it to the docks at this rate.
“We’re taking supplies to the refugees, if you must know,” I blurt in Dutch, too afraid to look at Bakti.
Violet gasps. “You’re going to the docks?” Her delicate fingers shoot up to the little indent at the bottom of her throat. “You wouldn’t catch me dead there.”
“Lucky no one invited you, then,” Bakti says in Dutch. “Let’s go, Emmy.”
He takes my schoolbag off my shoulder, slings it effortlessly across his body, and strides away.
I shrug smugly at Violet and hurry after him.
“Off you go, then!” she calls after us, bitterness dripping from her words. “Traipsing all over town with the help. I wouldn’t want to come anyway!”
We reach the main road, well away from the school gate. To our left is a street lined with tall, shady trees—the way to Mr. Yukoshima’s shop, and home. To our right, over the tram tracks, is the main roundabout with the glistening marble fountain in the middle, the old town, and the way to the docks.
I trot along beside Bakti. “That was brilliant! Did you see how jealous she was?” I beam up at him.
Bakti stops abruptly and turns toward me. “Don’t do that to me ever again.” His voice is low but strained, and I can tell he’s trying not to show his anger. “I am not here to be used in your girlish games. I come to the school gate to do my job, which is to walk you home. You can’t just ambush me like that and expect me to go along with it.”
I realize I have pushed him too far. “No, that’s not what I expect. I didn’t mean to . . . it’s just I knew you wouldn’t agree if I’d told you about it.”
“What are you up to, really?” He fixes me with a level stare. “And I want the truth.”
I look down at the ground and mumble, “I want to see the war.”
“Ha! Absolutely not.” He grips the top of my arm and pulls me back the way we came. “We’re going home, right now.”
Frustration flashes through me.
“We are not!” I rip my arm out of his grasp. “I’m about to be shipped off to England against my will. Papa won’t listen, no matter what I say. I need to convince him to stay, and the only way I can do that is by showing him Batavia is safe.” I cross my arms and glare at him. “And the only way I can do that, is to see the refugees for myself. Then maybe I can bring Papa back later today to show him.” I can feel tears threatening. “I thought you of all people would understand.”
Bakti turns away from me, and I know it’s because he doesn’t want to show how frustrated I’ve made him. Eventually, he says, “You’re not a normal girl, you know that? Most people want to get as far away from the war as possible. You want to run straight into it.”
“Isn’t that why you like me so much?” I grin, wiping my nose on my knuckle. “I can’t go all the way to the docks alone . . . and besides, don’t you want me to do everything I can to stay in Batavia?”
Bakti sighs, raising his hands in resignation. “Ya, baiklah.” You win. “But if Sir finds out, I’ll be the one in trouble, not you.”
“Thank you,” I squeal as we set off in the direction of the fountain. “You won’t get in trouble, I promise.”



CHAPTER 10
Bakti and I make our way down the main boulevard toward the old town. The afternoon is hot and sticky, and before long, I feel the familiar trickle of sweat between my shoulders. When the salty bead reaches the small of my back, I squash it with my knuckles, and it soaks into my blouse.
Every few meters is another sprawling acacia tree growing right out of the sidewalk, its trunk painted white to stop ants and other bugs from burrowing into the bark. Usually, we’d take ages to walk down a road like this, flicking giant ants off the tree trunks and watching them scurry away. But not today. The roads are busy, and every time a tram, automobile, or pony cart clatters past, I worry that someone I know will see us—or worse yet, Papa himself. Knowing Violet, she’s probably ratted us out already. I keep my head down, sticking to the shadows of the trees.
Soon, we turn off the main road onto a smaller street. People spill from the sidewalks into the street, going about their business, parting like the sea now and then for bicycles or rickshaws to pass. Street food sellers fan their coals with bamboo kipas fans, and the smell of grilling chicken satay makes my mouth water. As we melt into the crowd, I feel myself relax, as if a tight collar has been loosened and I can breathe again.
Bakti still seems tense though. When we stand back to let a fruit seller with his overladen cart lumber past, he turns to me. “Stay close, all right? You can’t be running off or getting lost.”
I grit my teeth, annoyed he’s speaking to me like a child. The docks were my idea, after all. But this is not the time to argue, so I bite my tongue.
Bakti ducks and winds through the sea of people. He is nimble and sure-footed. I stumble along behind him, feeling clumsy. I’ve lived in Batavia for four years, but I’m still not used to how busy it is here. It’s so different from the quiet country lanes I remember in England, where the odd motorcar, bicycle, or horse and cart were the only things you had to look out for. Here, cars, bicycles, betjaks, pony carts, ox-wagons, pedestrians, fruit sellers, and stray dogs all jostle for space, even on the smaller roads—but it’s like they’re being controlled by a silent conductor because they all glide around one another as if it’s a dance, and accidents hardly ever happen.
Eventually, the narrow street empties out onto another wide boulevard. We have to cross the road, so we look left and right, waiting for a break in the traffic. Bakti gently tugs on my blouse to guide me, pulling me back until he spots our gap, then nudging me forward as we scamper to the other side.
In front of us is the main square, its magnificent white buildings gleaming in the sun. I feel a little flutter in my tummy. No matter how many times I’ve been here, it still feels grand and a little bit intimidating. This is the very center of the Dutch empire, where fortunes were made and lost in the days when cinnamon was more valuable than gold and no one in Europe had ever tasted a coconut. The town hall is my favorite building, with its towering dome curving up above the red-tiled roof, and giant palm trees on either side, their delicate fronds filling the sky like exploding fireworks.
Mama loved the open-air concerts here when the square twinkled with magic and the music floated away on the warm breeze. I can see her in front of me, laughing as she sprays her perfume and twirls through the mist, graceful as a ballerina. She’d kiss me on the forehead, and I’d breathe her in. She smelled like rain and flowers. The memory of her sears my heart and a hard aching lump rises in my throat.
I stick close to Bakti, but as we pass through the square and get closer to the docks, I feel more and more uneasy, like when you’re swimming in the warm shallows of the sea, but as you swim deeper, the water suddenly turns cold.
On the other side of the town square, we turn right into a small alley that leads straight down to the side of the docks, far away from the main entrance. We creep forward silently, keeping to the shadows so we’re not seen. The uneasy feeling becomes a nagging voice inside my head. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea after all. I push it away. We’ve come this far; there’s no turning back now.
I smell the smoke before I see it. It smells different from fire—acrid like wet tar or burning oil. Sounds from the harbor waft up the alley. They are strangely muted, like an orchestra warming up. Every now and then, a single note breaks free: the deep baritone of a ship’s horn, the tooting trumpet of a hooter, and as we draw nearer, the chorus of men’s voices shouting.
We come to the end of the dark alley and step out into the open. Chaos hits us like the wall of heat after stepping out from the shade of a tree. Soldiers hurry around the quay, army jeeps buzz up and down, and I jump back as a large truck growls past, loaded high with sandbags.
There are three ships moored next to the quayside. Farthest away is a gray army ship; next to it is a passenger ship with a hulking black funnel. My tummy flip-flops. Could that be the evacuation ship Papa and I will be sneaking aboard later tonight? But it’s the ship right in front of us that makes me gasp. It has a great gash in its side with mangled bits of metal sticking out at all angles. It is belching black smoke, and people scuttle down the rolling gangplank onto dry land, before being led into a nearby warehouse.
Bakti is staring at it too. “Looks like that one’s been hit,” he says, grimly.
I swallow, hope and fear sloshing around inside me. The damaged ship is proof it’s not safe for us to evacuate, but what if Papa decides it’s worth the risk and we end up being bombed?
Bakti follows the passengers, and I follow him. The warehouse is a long windowless building with two large doorways in the middle. This building is built of brick, but there are other wooden ones dating back hundreds of years. I’m glad Papa’s rice warehouses are in a different part of the port. Not much chance of bumping into him here.
There are two guards at the doors, and as we near the entrance, Bakti looks at them stiffly, as if he’s wary of them.
“Ready?” Bakti says, letting me go in front of him.
I take a deep breath. “Ready.”
Bakti holds up the bag of supplies so the guards can see them, and they wave us in.



CHAPTER 11
The warehouse is crowded, and the air is close. Some people stand in haphazard lines before what looks like a checkpoint. Others sit on the floor in smaller groups, and still others just wander around aimlessly. My eyes adjust to the dim light, and I start to see more detail: soldiers and civilians, women with children, elderly couples helping each other along. I gulp when I realize that some people are covered in blood, or have bandages tied around their heads, arms, or legs. Many have blankets over their shoulders, which they clutch closed at their throats.
Refugees.
Nurses check the injured, their stark white uniforms standing out in a sea of drab. They lift bloodied bandages to inspect wounds, pat patients on the shoulder, or hold their hands, showing them which line to join.
Bakti and I hover on the fringes, taking it all in. This is not exactly what I was expecting, and I’m not sure what to do next. I glance at Bakti, but he is looking at a nurse talking to a little boy holding a teddy bear. The boy is only wearing one shoe. My stomach twists.
“Let’s go farther in,” I say. “It looks like something is happening over there.”
“I think we should just go home,” Bakti says, his forehead creased into a frown.
Part of me agrees with him, but I’ve come too far to give up now. I plunge into the crowd, but Bakti grabs my hand. “I’ll go first.”
We weave our way deeper in, Bakti’s fingers wrapped tightly around my wrist. I can’t see over anyone’s heads, so I keep my eyes on Bakti and the two bags slung over his shoulder. Soon, we are squeezing past people, ducking around them, slipping into any gaps we see, working our way forward. 
I am hot. It’s hard to breathe. There are too many people. My arm stretches as Bakti moves ahead, and I struggle to keep up. My wrist wrenches out of his grip.
“Bakti! No! Let me through . . . please. Bakti!”
“Emmy!” He reaches for me, but he is too far ahead.
I start to panic as I realize I can’t get to him. This was a terrible mistake. What was I thinking? I try to push forward, but the wall of people won’t budge. I look around frantically and catch a glimpse of Bakti’s face.
“Stay there. I’ll come back around,” he calls. He drifts farther away, more people swarm between us, and he melts into the crowd.
I try to stay in the same place, but it’s impossible. I’m jostled and pushed along, and soon I have no idea where in the warehouse I am anymore. I search frantically for Bakti’s face, his red T-shirt, my schoolbag, anything. I turn around until I am dizzy and even more lost. It is useless. I’m alone in a heaving mass of people.
A hand finds my shoulder. I spin around, hoping it’s Bakti.
A nurse smiles at me, her head tilted with concern. She dips down to my level. “Are you lost, poppet?” She has an Australian accent, and her voice is kind.
I nod, feeling my bottom lip start to tremble, and manage to say, “I want to go home.”
“Is your mother here?” The nurse straightens, looking around.
I shake my head. “My mother is dead.”
“Oh, sweetheart.” She wraps her arm around my shoulders and pulls me to her. Her uniform smells like lavender. The way she says oh sweetheart makes me feel like I am not the first girl she’s met with a dead mother. “Your ship took a hit? Oh, honey. Now, don’t you worry. Come along with me, and everything is going to be hunky-dory. Promise.”
My stomach churns. The noise, the confusion, and the blood make me numb and slow. My brain is foggy, and my legs are heavy as lead. Bakti is nowhere to be seen, and I don’t know how to get out of here, so I let the nurse steer me through the people. I look around, trying to work out where I am, but I don’t even know which direction the door is anymore.
We come to a table. Two ladies in brown uniforms are seated at it, writing things down in two big ledgers. I peer at the closest book and can make out names and addresses, but they are upside down and in curly writing, so I can’t read what any of them say.
“I’ve got a U.M. here,” the nurse says, and the ladies look up immediately.
When they see me, their faces fold with pity. One of the ladies writes two words on a card and hands it to the nurse, who ties it around my neck with brown string.
I twist it around the right way. Unaccompanied Minor.
“Poor poppet was on the ship out of Singapore that got hit,” the nurse explains. “She says her mother . . .” Her words fall short, and she shakes her head, but I know exactly what she was going to say. Her mother is dead.
With cold horror, I remember the crippled ship, smoking in the harbor when Bakti and I arrived. The Japanese must have bombed that ship as it left Singapore, and they think I was on board!
It’s like a cold slap in the face. “No!” I shout, ripping the card off from around my neck and holding it out to the nurse. “That’s not true. I wasn’t even on that ship.”
The nurse squeezes my shoulder. “You’re all right, sweetheart. Poor girl, you’ve had a big shock, haven’t you? We’ll get you safely to Australia and then will track down your family in Singapore. It’ll all be okay. You’re safe now.”
Australia? This is all wrong!
I open my mouth to scream, but another sound fills the air. It’s a strange wailing sound; a mechanical keening that rises and falls, growing stronger and louder until it’s deafening.
The air raid siren!
The nurse lets go of me, her eyes searching the rafters of the warehouse as if she can see the sky.
Everyone scatters. But there are so many of us crammed in here, no one can actually get very far. Soon, a crush of people are pushing or shouting or crawling away. Others throw themselves onto the ground and cover their heads with their arms. I scan the dim warehouse quickly. With so many people on the ground or running low, I can see the doors again. They’re still wide open.
I run for them, leaping over people curled up on the floor, weaving around others still on their feet. I know there could be Japanese bombers outside, but I don’t care. I just need to find Bakti. My breathing is rasping, but I keep going. I’m nearly there!
A hand reaches out and grabs my ankle. I trip and land with a thud, the wind knocked out of me. My forehead slams into the ground, and pain shoots through my neck. Something warm oozes down my face, and for a moment I think I must be crying. I wipe away the tears, but my hand comes back red.
The hand around my ankle moves to my back. It is heavy, and I can’t move. A voice croaks, “Stay down. Just stay down.”
I twist around. A man with a bloodied bandage on his head and a wild look in his eyes is pinning me down. I scream, thrashing wildly, trying to claw my way toward the doors. I catch glimpses of the clear blue sky outside, and the harbor curling away into the distance. That’s where I need to be, not here in this dark place. The man is grappling to hold me down, so I wriggle onto my back and kick with both legs as hard as I can. My feet connect with something soft, and his heavy arm goes limp, sliding off me. I scramble to my feet and run through the doors, out into the open, then race down the quayside, getting as far away from the warehouse as possible.
The sirens are still wailing, but now there is also something else. A whining sound, like a mosquito. It gets louder and deeper.
Suddenly, with a crack that feels like an electric shock, a plane dives down toward me, its sickening whine at fever pitch. I dart behind a stack of crates just as the plane swoops over my head and over the warehouse. I whip around to watch where it’s going and see a blur of dark green and the unmistakable flash of red circles on the body and tail.
A Japanese fighter!
I crouch there, panting. I don’t know what to do next. The cut on my head is throbbing, and my knee is grazed badly. The bomber plane has banked away, but the air raid siren is still wailing. I peek out from behind the crates, and that’s when I see them—black dots on the horizon, too many to count. I stare harder, shielding my eyes from the glaring sun, and slowly, the dots get bigger and louder until the drone of their engines is deafening.
Squadrons of Japanese bomber planes pass overhead. They are much higher than the single bomber and fly straight and true with deadly purpose. 
The Japanese are invading!
I cover my head with my arms, terror coursing through me, expecting bombs to fall at any moment.
But the bombs don’t come. After a while, the engines grow fainter and eventually fade away completely. The siren’s wail changes to a long constant. The all clear.
I don’t hang around for a single second. All I can think about is getting home. I hurtle along the quayside back toward the cover of the alley—
Crashing headlong into someone hovering at its entrance.
“Emmy!” Bakti exclaims, startled.
I cling to him like he’s a life raft in the stormy sea. I am shivering with shock. “The Ja—Jap—Japanese are invading,” I gasp, struggling to catch my breath.
Bakti’s arms tighten around me. “I know. I can’t believe it’s finally happening.”
Something in his voice makes me push him away. I stare at him. He looks back at me, his eyes shining.
My stomach lurches as the enormous truth of it sinks in.
He’s happy.



CHAPTER 12
You want them to attack us!” I cry, pushing Bakti away. “You want the Japanese army to invade!” I stumble backward to lean on the wall of the alley. I feel dizzy from the bump on my head and exhausted from fear and now rage.
Bakti runs a hand over his face. “It’s not that simple.”
“Oh yes it is,” I say bitterly. “You’re either on our side or theirs.”
“I’m on your side, Emmy.” He scans the sliver of sky above the alley. “Come on, I’ve got to get you home before your father calls in the army to look for you.”
Papa! I picture him huddled in our air raid shelter with Ibu Lia, frantic with worry that I’m not there. And we’re supposed to be evacuating tonight. He’s going to kill me for this.
“I can get home by myself, thank you very much.” I push myself off the wall and march up the alley back toward the main road. “And anyway, you left me!”
“I didn’t leave you.” Bakti follows me, keeping a few paces behind. “I got lost in the crowd.”
“What were you doing in the alley, then?” I say over my shoulder. I can feel my fear and anger swirling into blame. “You should have waited in the warehouse.”
Bakti jogs up next to me. “I tried to! But one of the guards chased me away. Emmy, come on, what was I supposed to do?”
I stop abruptly, fuming. “I was almost shipped off to Australia.”
He takes a step toward me like I’m an injured bird that might flap pathetically along the ground at any moment. “I hid in the alley, okay? I made sure I could see the warehouse door and was watching for you the whole time. But then the planes came . . .”
A light flickers in his eyes for just an instant.
“Argh! I saw your face just then. You’re glad!” I march away from him again.
“Will you just wait!” He catches my arm. “You can’t go home looking like that. Your face is full of blood.”
My fingers find the gash in my forehead. Crusty dried blood is caked down the side of my nose, and it hurts when I wiggle my eyebrows.
Bakti pulls a rag from his pocket. He spits on the end of it, then dabs gently at my face. His hand is on my shoulder, holding me steady when I flinch. “At least I don’t have to explain to Sir that I lost you.”
I swat his hand out of my face and snatch the rag from him. “Glad to know you’ve got your priorities straight. You’re more worried about getting into trouble than if I die.”
Bakti winces, and I know I’ve hurt his feelings. But I don’t care.
It’s not until we reach the main road that I realize he’s lost the bag of supplies and my schoolbag. I bubble with silent rage. Another thing I’m going to have to explain to Papa.
The main road is busy already. People are scurrying about almost as if the air raid siren had never happened, like fire ants that take cover during a monsoon shower but come out as soon as the last drop has fallen.
When we reach the tram stop, I fish around in my pocket and find a few coins. As soon as the tram rolls up, I clamber on. But Bakti hangs back. And then I remember—he’s not allowed to ride in the first-class carriage. It’s reserved for Europeans only.
I look at him, standing on the platform staring up at me. I know he can’t follow me. The bell rings. I step back into the carriage, and the doors close between us. Bakti’s expression changes; his shoulders slump. I keep my eyes on him as the tram jolts forward and pulls away. He jumps into the third-class carriage just in time.
I find a seat and sit down miserably, anger still fizzing inside me. The leather seats are warm and soft, not like the hard wooden planks Bakti has to sit on in third. Serves him right for leaving me alone in the warehouse. But as the tram rattles on and my anger dwindles, I feel a pang of guilt. We always ride in third class together. I’ve never even thought of ditching him before. I screw my eyes up, feeling annoyed with myself. He said the Dutch guard chased him away from the warehouse. I know we weren’t supposed to be there, but Bakti had the bag of supplies for the refugees, so why was he kicked out? And how come I wasn’t?
By the time the tram rolls past the marble fountain, I feel ashamed. And by the time it swings left onto the shady tree-lined road near school and comes to a creaking halt, I am mortified. How could I have been so mean to my best friend?
I have to make it right.
I jump down onto the pavement and look for him. He steps off, hands shoved in his pockets. He doesn’t look up.
I trot along beside him as he crosses the tracks. “Bakti, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” I mumble.
He shrugs. “You’ve got every right to. Don’t let me stop you.”
The shade from the acacia trees is cool and smells sweet. Bakti and I have walked home from school this way hundreds of times. Usually we’d be talking or laughing, but now we walk in silence.
“Why did you get chased away from the warehouse?” I ask in a low voice.
There’s a long pause. Then, “I don’t want to talk about it. You’ll never understand.”
The tree-lined road doglegs into the narrow street with the overhanging roofs where Mr. Yukoshima’s shop is. The sidewalk ends, so we walk down the middle of the street, dodging the usual obstacles of carts, people, and animals. Mr. Yukoshima’s shop is just up ahead, and the thought of a tasty, hard sweet makes my mouth water.
Then a familiar flash of blond hair catches my eye, and my stomach plummets.
Violet. She’s standing with her back to us outside Pak Farouk’s fruit shop, so she hasn’t seen us yet. I glance at Bakti, and he rolls his eyes. He’s spotted her too. There’s no way we can avoid her; the street is too narrow. Besides, this is the shortest way home, and I need to tell Papa I’m okay.
“Let’s just ignore her,” I say.
Easier said than done.
“Oh look, it’s the two little dock rats,” she teases as we walk past.
I spin around. “Shut up, Violet.”
She’s standing right next to Pak Farouk’s display of fruit, the wooden boxes stamped with a pretty fleur-de-lis design, all lined up neatly. With a spiteful glint in her eye, she picks up a mangosteen, peels the fruit, and breaks off a segment. She holds it with the tips of her fingers so they don’t get sticky.
“You’d better pay for that,” I spit.
“Let’s go,” Bakti says. “She’s not worth it.”
Violet pops the mangosteen segment into her mouth and tosses the rest into the street. “Your father’s turning the town inside out looking for you. He knocked on our door half an hour ago. Of course, I told him all about your . . . what was it? Special war business.” She smiles her best fake smile and points at Bakti. “You are in so much trouble.”
I glance at Bakti. He’s staring daggers at Violet, and I feel a stab of dread, then the sinking feeling of guilt and shame. I’ve really gone and done it this time. Sounds like Papa’s fuming.
“My goodness, Emmy, what happened to your face?” Violet says.
I touch the cut on my forehead. It’s swollen and thick like a slug.
“Did it happen at the docks?” she says, suddenly curious. “Did the air raid siren go off there too?”
“None of your business,” I snap. I just want to forget the whole horrid thing.
A noise behind me catches my attention, making me turn. A little way farther down the street, Charlie and Oliver are peering into Mr. Yukoshima’s shop window. Charlie’s big brother, Matthew, is with them as well. They start rapping on the glass.
“Hey, stop that!” I shout. Haven’t they had enough of these immature pranks?
Mr. Yukoshima opens his door and steps out into the street, waving his hand angrily at the boys. “Go! Or I’ll call the police!”
Matthew shoves Mr. Yukoshima hard. “Take that!” he jeers.
Mr. Yukoshima stumbles backward, nearly falling through his open doorway.
“You don’t belong here,” Oliver shouts. “Go back to where you came from!”
I stare in shocked silence, frozen to the spot, not quite believing what I’m seeing.
The boys are in the middle of the street now, goading Mr. Yukoshima, laughing at him.
Mr. Yukoshima shouts back. “Get away! You hooligans!” He sounds shaken.
I don’t see who throws the first rock.
It all happens so quickly. The sharp crack of shattering glass stills the air. I scream. Violet clutches my arm.
Matthew throws the second rock. It curls through the air in a sickening arc and hits Mr. Yukoshima on the head with a dull thump. He slumps to the ground.
“No!” I scream, rushing across the road.
Bakti catches my arm and pulls me back roughly. “No, Emmy! You’ll get hurt. I’ll go. Stay here.”
With the guttural roar of a warrior, Bakti flies across the road. The boys see him and flee. I watch in horror as he picks up the rock lying next to Mr. Yukoshima, runs forward a few paces, and hurls it after the boys. It hits Matthew between the shoulders, and he falls forward, sprawling onto the dusty street. For a moment, I’m sure he is hurt, but he scrambles to his feet and bolts.
I wrench free of Violet and rush to Mr. Yukoshima, flinging myself down beside him. He is lying on his back. There is blood down his face and matted in his silver hair. He is moaning softly. I touch his shoulder, and he turns his head slowly.
“Emmy-chan,” he whispers.
“Mr. Yukoshima, you’re alive!” I splutter through hot tears. “Just lie still, help is coming.”
A crowd has gathered; people crane their necks to see. An old woman kneels down next to me. “The ambulance is on its way,” she says, placing a cloth over the gash on Mr. Yukoshima’s head.
I look up at Bakti, who is standing over us. His breathing is ragged, and his eyes are wild.
Suddenly, two Dutch policemen shove their way through the crowd. Relief washes over me. Help has arrived. They look at Mr. Yukoshima, at the shattered glass, and at me. Then they look at Bakti, panting and shiny with sweat.
One of the policemen grabs Bakti by the arm and glares at him accusingly. “Making trouble, are you?”
“No! What are you doing?” I cry, leaping to my feet. “He didn’t do it. He was helping!”
The policeman hauls Bakti away. “You’re coming with us, boy.”
Bakti digs in his heels, squirming. “I didn’t do anything!” He resists so much he is practically sitting down in the street, his feet scrabbling to gain a grip in the dust. The second policeman grabs his other arm.
“Please, it wasn’t him,” I say frantically. 
“Stay out of this, little girl,” the policeman orders. They wrench Bakti to his feet and pull him along.
I look around wildly and spot Violet hovering on the edge of the crowd. “Violet! Tell them! Tell them what happened.”
But Violet doesn’t say a word.
Bakti has stopped fighting. He allows himself to be led away to the waiting police car.



CHAPTER 13
I’ve ruined everything.
Bakti is in jail. Papa’s furious with me. He uses words like frantic and irresponsible and the worst one, disappointed. In the end, he can’t even look at me. We ended up missing our evacuation because Papa went to the police station to try and get Bakti out. That was hours ago, and they’re still not back yet. The ship has set sail without us.
I hover miserably in the kitchen doorway watching Ibu Lia make tea. Her hands are trembling, and when she pours the tea, she spills some. She puts the teapot down and grips the edge of the kitchen counter as though it’s the only thing keeping her upright. I want to go to her, but I’m worried I’ll just make her feel worse.
I wander restlessly around our empty house, jumping at every little noise, thinking it’s Papa and Bakti—or maybe only Papa. Our packed suitcases stand in the entrance hall, taunting me. I try not to think about the evacuation ship slipping out to sea without us, and end up dragging the suitcases into Papa’s study and closing the door so I don’t have to look at them anymore.
But there’s a little voice in my head that says, Your plan worked after all.
Ibu Lia makes me some satay, but I’m too nervous to eat. What if Papa can’t get Bakti out of jail? I go to my room and wait anxiously in the gathering darkness.
It’s late when they finally get back. I haven’t closed the blackout blinds, and the moon’s milky light shines through my open window, illuminating a strip all the way to my bed. I hear the front door open, then close. That must be Papa. Is he alone? I hold my breath, straining to hear if Bakti came in with him. Footsteps crunch along the gravel path past my window. I leap from my bed, ducking under the mosquito net, and push my window wide open. The warm night air smells of ripe mangoes and frangipani flowers.
“Bakti, are you back?” I ask, peering at his fuzzy shape in the moonlight.
“Yes.”
“Was it awful?”
There is a long silence.
“I don’t want to talk now.” He crunches down the path to his hut.
I stay leaning on the windowsill until I can’t hear the crunching anymore.
  
The next morning, thick clouds heave and roll across the sky as if the rain inside them is fighting to break free.
I look everywhere for Bakti and eventually find him in the branches of our rambutan tree. I should have known to look there first. He always climbs the rambutan tree when he needs to think. I duck under the canopy and stare up at him. He balances barefoot on a thick branch and, holding on to a branch above him with one hand, leans out to pluck bunches of fruit with the other. He shoves the ripe, hairy rambutans he’s picked into a bag tied around his waist.
I want to talk to him about last night, but I’m not really sure where to start, so when he sees me, I wave. He doesn’t wave back, but reaches for another bunch of rambutans, pulling them so hard that a single fruit breaks off and plummets to the ground. I lunge sideways, miraculously catching it. I hold it up triumphantly, but all Bakti does is grunt.
My stomach lurches. “I . . . um . . . I just wanted to say sorry about yesterday,” I call up to him. “It was all my fault.”
He pauses. Then carries on picking.
I try again. “I should never have asked you to come to the docks with me.”
He stops and looks straight at me. I can tell by his face that he is wrestling between speaking his mind or keeping quiet.
“I don’t mind if you’re angry,” I say, even though I’m hoping he isn’t. “Just talk to me.”
“You didn’t ask me to go to the docks,” he says so quietly, I can hardly hear him. “You demanded.”
My heart sinks. He is angry.
“And you’re not sorry,” he scoffs. “You’re only saying that to make yourself feel better. You have no idea what it was like last night, in jail.” His words are sharp, raining down on me like pebbles.
“I said I’m sorry,” I mumble miserably.
The clouds finally overflow with a pat, pat, pat on the leaves above our heads. Bakti shuffles backward along the branch until he reaches the trunk, then starts to climb down, branch by branch. I glance back at the house, suddenly wishing I was in my cozy bedroom, not shouting up into a tree in the rain. Bakti is almost down now. He lowers the bag of rambutans to the ground, then jumps onto the damp grass, landing with a thud.
“I listened to an old storyteller at the market the other day,” he says, leaning against the tree’s knobbly trunk. “It was a good story. Would you like to hear it?”
Something about him has changed. There’s a hardened look in his dark eyes, as though he’s grown ten years older overnight while I have stayed the same age.
I nod, biting my lip.
“There was once a colony of ants, and they lived on the most beautiful tropical island you have ever seen. The sandy beaches stretched for miles, and the sea was as clear as the sky was blue. The jungle was green and lush, and the soil so fertile that trees dropped the fattest, sweetest fruit you have ever tasted. The ants were proud of their island home. They worked hard to keep it beautiful, and they lived peacefully together. Then one day, ships arrived carrying ants from across the sea. These ants came from a place that was cold, where the ground froze in winter and where life was hard. They saw the beautiful island, gleaming like an emerald in the sapphire sea, and they decided they wanted it for themselves.
“The island ants welcomed the sea ants at first, but the sea ants were greedy and did not want to share the island, so they claimed it as their own. The island ants cried, but this is our home, we have been here since time began, but the sea ants didn’t care. They made it known to every island ant that the island now belonged to them.
“As the years passed, the island ants grew poor. They were no longer allowed to eat the sweet fruit in the jungle, or swim in the calm sea. The sea ants put the fruit onto their ships and sent them sailing back to their cold country across the sea, where the fruit was sold for vast amounts of money. The sea ants became rich and more powerful.
“One day, a mosquito was flying over the beautiful island and stopped to rest. He saw how the island ants worked hard for the sea ants. This is wrong, he said to the island ants. This island is yours, and you should be free. I will fly back home to the land of the rising sun and return with a squadron of mosquitoes. Together we will make the sea ants wish they had never come to your beautiful island, and you will be free once more.”
When Bakti is finished, he crosses his arms and stares at me. I feel flustered, like I’m the only one who hasn’t caught a joke.
“Why are you telling me stories about ants and mosquitoes?” I ask cautiously.
“I am an island ant.” He speaks slowly, which makes me feel silly. “And you are a sea ant.”
I look at him indignantly. “I am not. I’m an island ant like you.”
Bakti shakes his head steadily.
“Well then, I want to be a mosquito.”
Bakti’s lips rise off his teeth in a sort of grimace, and his words drip with loathing. “You are a sea ant. So is your father. So is every single European in my country.”
Something is happening that I can’t quite grasp, like when you wake up in a strange place and don’t know where you are. My voice begins to waver. “I don’t understand.”
He leans toward me. “Do you think I want to work here, in your garden, for you, for the rest of my life?”
The way he says here makes it sound no better than the jail cell he was locked up in last night, not the place where we spent happy days chasing giant dragonflies together or lying under this very tree making plans and sharing our dreams.
“Do you think I like walking you home from school and hearing about all the things you are learning? And having to face your awful friend Violet who thinks I’m nothing more than a servant?”
“She’s not my friend,” I whisper.
Bakti snorts. “I am just as clever as you, you know. No, actually, I’m cleverer than you—and her. I taught myself Dutch, did you even know that? I listened and read and practiced until even my dreams were in Dutch. I want to study engineering, to make something of myself, but I have to work to earn money. I don’t have the option to travel or go to fancy singing schools.”
I pull a face. “But why can’t you?”
It’s a genuine question, but Bakti’s anger ignites like gasoline on a flame. “Oh, grow up, Emmy! For the same reason only Europeans were given air raid shelters, and why you get to sit in first class on the tram and I have to sit in third. It’s why I live in a hut and you live in a house, and why I get arrested and the Dutch boys get away with everything.” He points a trembling finger at me. “Have you ever even wondered why I never say no to you? Has it ever occurred to you that I’m not allowed to?”
The rain is pelting down now. The tree’s canopy, which was acting like an umbrella, bends and shakes, soaking us. The garden is cloaked in a watery, hissing haze as the full force of the monsoon shower moves over us.
“Why are you saying these awful things,” I cry above the din. “We do things together because we’re friends. I . . . I don’t understand.” Tears roll down my face, mixing with the warm rain.
What Bakti says next haunts me. “We are not friends. We have never been friends. I work for you, that is all.” His jaw is clenched, his body tense like a cobra about to strike. “You want to know what it’s like in prison? They threw me into a dark cell and left me there for hours. They took my shoes. Cockroaches crawled over my feet. And for what? What? ” he roars at me, spit flying from his lips. “In my own country, I count for nothing. Now is the time to choose sides, Emmy. And I choose freedom. My country chooses freedom.”
He is shaking with rage. He leans forward so that his nose almost touches mine. His breath smells of sweet rambutans, but his words sting like lemon juice in a fresh cut. “Do you know why you can never be a mosquito? Because the Japanese are the mosquitoes. Don’t you see? The Japanese are not coming to invade you. They’re coming to liberate me!”
  
I run blindly through the garden toward the house. Wet plants and leaves overhanging the pathway grab at me like geckos’ tongues, sticking to my skin. Dirt splatters my legs and rain stings my eyes, but all I can think about is putting as much distance between Bakti and me as I can.
I fly up the veranda steps, through the back door, and hurtle along the passage into Papa’s study.
“I want to leave. Please. I can’t stay here anymore,” I sob wildly.
Papa is standing in front of the wireless, an ashen look on his face.
“It’s too late,” he says, his voice somewhere between a gasp and a whisper. He turns the volume up, and we listen.
A man’s scratchy voice wafts through the speakers into the room. The Dutch news reader. I try to hold in my sobs, but one escapes every now and then like a hiccup.
“On this day, the eighth of March, 1942, the Dutch and Allied forces of Batavia have offered an unconditional surrender to the Imperial Japanese Army, effective immediately. We are at war. Listeners, we are now closing. Farewell until better times. Long live the fatherland. Long live the Queen.”
We stand motionless as the Dutch national anthem is played for the last time while a puddle of rainwater pools around my feet.
When the anthem ends, there is nothing but the crackling of radio static.



PART II



CHAPTER 14
January, 1943.
The Japanese soldiers are everywhere now.
They patrol the streets in pairs, and if we cross paths with them, we have to stop and bow until they’ve passed. It feels like we’re being watched all the time, and we’re too afraid to laugh or joke or even sneeze. The soldiers never speak to us unless it’s to shout at us for doing something wrong—talking to friends in the street, or not bowing right, or going out too close to the ten o’clock curfew. They shout in Japanese, so we never actually know what they’re saying. But soldiers don’t need words. They’ve got guns.
I don’t go to school anymore. None of us do. The Japanese decided they wanted to use our school as housing for their army. It’s strange to think of soldiers sleeping in our classrooms, eating in our dining hall, and marching in our playground.
Mr. Barrett, our headmaster, said we would get schoolwork to do at home. He only came around once on his bicycle to drop off some math workbooks, and then we never saw him again. Every time I ask Papa what happened to him, he changes the subject. Mr. Barrett is not the only one to disappear; whole families seem to vanish overnight.
Charlie and Matthew Kort went first—not that I’ll miss those horrid boys, not after what they did to Mr. Yukoshima. The Ottos disappeared, too, then the Staals. Papa says it’s because they have big houses, and the Japanese captains want to live in them. I don’t know where those families are living now. They must have gone somewhere, but when I ask Papa about it, he just mumbles something vague. But I’m not stupid. I know he’s not telling me the whole truth, and I see the way he and Ibu Lia look at each other whenever we hear about another empty house in our neighborhood.
I hope no one wants our little house in Lembangweg. But Papa still keeps our two packed bags next to the front door. Just in case.
I never thought I’d say it, but I miss going to school. Staying home all day with nothing to do other than read or play in the garden by myself isn’t as great as it sounds. The only good part about it is I don’t have to see Violet. I definitely don’t miss her.
Papa is home all day now too. His business has closed, which makes him furious because his warehouses are still packed full of rice, but he’s not allowed to go anywhere near them. He says either the Japanese are helping themselves to it all, or it’s rotting, and he’s not sure which is worse. The soldiers have sealed the warehouse doors with red wax and long strips of paper filled with Japanese writing, which you read from top to bottom, not left to right like Dutch or English.
They came and put the same wax seals on our wireless so now we can only listen to Japanese radio. If we break the wax seal and change channels, we’ll be in real trouble, whatever that means.
The other thing that’s different now is being woken up by music blasting from the lampposts at five o’clock every morning and again at lunchtime. It’s not happy music, or soothing music to wake us up gently. It’s a stomping-and-marching sort of song, and the man singing always sounds angry. Papa says it’s propaganda music to tell us how great Japan is, but how are we supposed to learn anything when we don’t understand the words?
We hardly ever talk about the night we missed our evacuation ship, the day Bakti and I snuck down to the docks and he got arrested. Papa says what’s the point? It’s done, and now we have to live with it. Sometimes I feel bad for ruining everything. But mostly, I’m just glad I didn’t go to Marlborough and I never have to sing again. And when the Japanese soldiers leave, everything will go back to how it was.
The worst thing by far, though, is that Bakti is gone.
He left the same day as our fight, and none of us have seen him since. When I ask Ibu Lia if she’s heard from him, she turns away, shaking her head, and more than once I see her wiping her eyes.
I wish I knew where he’s gone. Nothing’s the same without him. I searched every inch of the garden looking for a clue, a note, a secret message he might have left for me, explaining everything. For ages, I hoped he would climb in through my window and sit on the edge of my bed and we’d talk and laugh like we used to.
But deep down, I know he’s run away because of me—because of everything he said under the rambutan tree. I wish I could tell Ibu Lia what happened. But I can’t because then she’ll hate me too.
  
One afternoon, after reading in the air raid shelter all morning, I walk into the kitchen to look for a snack. Ibu Lia is standing in front of the closed fridge looking at something in her hands. She hears me come in and whips around, shoving her hands behind her back. But she fumbles, and a folded letter falls to the floor.
“What’s that?” I ask.
She picks it up quickly, her long plait flopping over her shoulder. She hesitates, then holds the letter out to me. Her hands are shaking.
“This came last week,” she says softly. “It is from Bakti.”
“Bakti!” I exclaim, practically snatching the letter from her. “Why didn’t you tell me? What does he say? Is he coming home?”
“Read and you will understand,” Ibu Lia says, her shoulders sagging.
I recognize Bakti’s neat handwriting instantly, and my breath quickens. But I’m not very good at reading Melayu and frown in frustration at the long words. It starts Dear Ibu. My eyes skip over the words until I find one I understand right at the end—something about fighting. I glance up at Ibu Lia. Is Bakti telling her about our fight under the rambutan tree?
My mouth has gone dry. I start again, trying to piece the rest of the letter together, but I can’t concentrate now. There are too many words I don’t understand, and I get my tenses muddled. It says he needs to go somewhere . . . or has gone . . . or will go?
I give the letter back to Ibu Lia. “Can you tell me what it says?”
She takes the letter and clasps it to her chest as if she can feel Bakti’s words. “He says I taught him to fight for what is right. That he can no longer stand by, watching from the sideline—he has to go where he is needed. He says he hopes I am proud of him.” Her voice trembles. “And he says he loves me.”
“Does he say anything about me?”
“No, child.”
“Oh.” Disappointment crashes through me. Of course he didn’t. He probably hates me now. At least he didn’t mention our fight. That’s one good thing, I suppose.
“Well, does he say where he is?” I ask. If I know where to find him, I can go and say sorry, make things right.
But Ibu Lia shakes her head. “He does not give any details.” Her lips harden into a grimace. “I told him to stay away from those auto shop boys. They’ve filled his head with nonsense ideas about fighting. What can a half-grown boy do?” Her eyes brim with tears. “It is too dangerous.”
What Bakti said under the rambutan tree swarms into my head, and I feel a rush of sadness. He was so angry with the world—with me. And now he’s gone away to fight. This is all my fault.
“There is something else,” Ibu Lia says. She gives me a folded square of paper. “This was in the letter.”
There is no writing, only a drawing. Bakti has drawn a bright red circle. All around the circle are red lines, radiating outward, thick and straight to the edge of the paper. The sun. But not just any sun. I’ve seen this symbol before.
The Japanese flag of war.
Underneath it, Bakti has written something.
“What does it say?” I ask.
Ibu Lia looks at me. There is unimaginable pain in her eyes. “It says, Welcome, Japan, light of the East.”



CHAPTER 15
They come on the morning of my twelfth birthday. A storm brews outside, the sky a swirl of green and gray. They hammer on the door with gloved fists, bellowing as if our house is theirs and we are the intruders. They barge past Ibu Lia, who has no time to cry out.
They are not here for her.
But they are here for someone.
They surround us, sweeping in the mossy smell of rain and a plume of humidity. They speak, but I don’t know what they are saying. Pistols point, hollow barrels bearing down. Soldiers with dead eyes.
Rough hands pluck me from my chair, decorated with ribbons for my special day; my glass of water sloshes over my cake and dribbles onto the floor.
They won’t let me go.
I am frozen. Shock binds my tongue. This must be a mistake. They can’t be here for me, can they?
Papa is roaring take your hands off my daughter. The rough hands release me and turn on him, pinning him down until he is flat on the floor, covered in boots and spite.
A soldier cocks his pistol.
No, no, please, don’t hurt him. My voice is not my own. It comes from far away. There is not enough air to breathe.
They pull Papa to his feet and point a gun at his throat. His eyes are crazed with rage and fear. Before they can stop me, I run to him and bury my face in his clothes. His arms are around me, holding me tight.
You’re going to have to do this on your own for a little while, all right, darling? His voice rasps in my ear. He smooths away my tears and kisses my forehead. You are strong, and you are clever. Stay alive, do you understand? Never give up, no matter what. I’ll find you somehow, I promise.
I try to smile so he will think I am brave.
They wrench us apart; Papa’s warmth slips through my fingers, and he cries out as I am bundled to the door. Ibu Lia thrusts my evacuation bag into my hands. Her eyes are wild, a white ring around her lips. God be with you, child.
Outside, rain pelts my skin. Each drop feels like a mortal wound. I want to scream. I want to run. But my thoughts are muddled, my legs like stone. I am led, meek as a lamb, to the waiting truck.



CHAPTER 16
I am hoisted up and shoved inside, through canvas flaps that part then close behind me.
In the semi-darkness, I lose my footing and fall onto bags and knees. Hands grab and pull me, bodies shift, and I am wedged onto a hard bench. I can just make the others out, along all three sides, crammed shoulder to shoulder, knee to knee, their bags at their feet. I must be crying because my face is wet, and my breath is rasping.
Great engines growl, and the truck lurches forward.
Panic floods through me.
“No! Let me go! I have to get out!” I kick and twist and scream, the tang of diesel catching in my throat. I want to fling myself back through the canvas door, back into the light, back to Papa, but arms and bodies surround me, and the harder I try to wrench free, the tighter they become. A voice says, “Shhh, you will make them angry if you scream.” Eventually, I collapse back onto the bench, exhausted.
Hands that were holding me down become softer. They pat my knee and smooth my matted hair. “There, there.” A woman’s voice. “Where is your mother? Are you alone?”
Giant sobs rack my body, and my thoughts become muddled again. How can this be happening?
A hand reaches out and grasps mine; it feels cold and clammy. In the half-light, I can just make out a girl sitting next to me. Blond hair. Eyes wide with fear.
Violet.
“Where are they taking us?” I choke through the tears.
Violet grips my hand so tightly I can feel both our pulses. “I don’t know.”
The truck rattles along, each passing minute taking me farther away from Papa. Frantically, I try to memorize the turns, so I’ll be able to retrace the journey and get back home. Left. Fourteen counts. Left again. Thirty counts. Right. But the turns are too many, the rattling too distracting, the clawing panic in my chest too crushing, and I can’t remember them all. I fall back, exhausted, every last ounce of energy sucked out of me.
  
Creaking brakes. The truck has stopped. I have no idea how long we’ve been driving for. How will I ever get back to Papa if I don’t even know how far away I’ve been taken? We could be in the middle of nowhere for all I know. My mouth is dry, my throat raw from screaming. My legs feel numb, and pain shoots through them when I move. The air in the truck is stale and humid; I’ve sweated so much my clothes are damp.
There are voices outside. Footsteps, then the canvas door is flung open. Men are shouting in Japanese—short, clipped commands I don’t understand. We are offloaded roughly and stand blinking and bewildered in the late afternoon light. I instinctively search for Violet and see her huddled with her mother and younger brother, Toby.
The only other person I recognize is Oliver’s mom, who steps gingerly from the truck. Her hair is messy, and she looks bewildered. There is no sign of Oliver.
Thud! Suitcases and bags are flung from the truck onto the dusty ground. I am still clutching my evacuation bag, and I pull it tighter to my chest.
We are surrounded by Japanese soldiers, eight of them at least. They watch us impassively, their rifles hanging limp in their hands. The truck driver leans against a grimy tire and lights a cigarette. I count about thirty of us, maybe more. Most are women, but there are some children too. No wonder it was so cramped in the truck.
Behind me is a sentry point and a reed-and-bamboo gate, guarded by two armed soldiers. A tall fence made of the same woven reeds and bamboo curves away from the gate; a tangle of barbed wire curls along the top. Even standing on my tiptoes, I can’t see the end of it. I shudder. Barbed wire is for keeping wild animals out . . . or keeping prisoners in.
“Hup, hup!” one of the soldiers says.
I shuffle along with the others, keeping my head down. There are Japanese soldiers everywhere, and almost all of them are carrying guns.
Without making it obvious, I look for clues to work out where I am. To my right is a large house with a shady veranda wrapped around it. Farther along is another house with a lush front garden, and I think there’s another one beyond that. They look just like the ones in our neighborhood. To my left, on the other side of the road, is a row of grubby-looking bungalows with sloped tiled roofs, and there are more up ahead. There are streets and houses and trees. A neighborhood. But something is different. There are no cars, no bicycles, no betjaks or fruit sellers cluttering the streets, no street food stalls or colorful lanterns hanging from buildings.
European women walk along the street or stand in groups. They are sunburned, and their clothes are stained and dirty. Most of them are not wearing shoes. Some carry metal tubs or enamel jugs under their arms. Others fan themselves with a kipas, the woven-grass fan street-food sellers use to fan their cooking fires. The women stare back at us, squinting against the orange glow of the late afternoon sun. Barefoot children dart between them.
I strain my neck to see what else I can spot.
“Hup!” A soldier glares at me. I don’t dare look up again.
We come to a long wooden table in the middle of the road. Behind it sits a Japanese man with round spectacles and a pen in his hand. A stern-looking soldier stands next to him. We’re jostled into single file, then pushed forward one by one.
“Name? Age? Family?” the man barks in Dutch as each prisoner goes up to the table. Family groups are allowed to move forward together. He peers through his spectacles and scribbles down their answers in a thick book with lined pages, then shoos them off to the side when he is done.
When it is my turn, I stare at my feet and say softly, “Emmeline Abendanon. I’m twelve.”
The man scribbles in the book. “Family?”
I shake my head.
“Family!” he shouts, making me jump.
Tears prick my eyes. I’m afraid to tell him I’m on my own. The stern-looking soldier steps out from behind the table.
“She is with us,” a voice says behind me.
I spin around. Violet’s ma, Mrs. Brederode, has her suitcase in one hand, her other arm around Toby. Violet stands sullenly in her shadow.
“The girl is with us.” She steps forward. “Lotte, Violet, and Tobias Brederode. Forty-three, twelve, nine.” She juts out her chin and looks the spectacled clerk straight in the eye.
Whatever I’ve thought about her in the past, right now I could hug her.
I catch Violet’s eye, but she just stares at me blankly.
The clerk scribbles their names below mine in the book, then says gruffly, “Block One. House Two.”
He licks an ink-stained finger, then hands me and Mrs. B each a square of cloth. “Prisoner number. Do not lose.”
“Excuse me, do my children also get numbers?” Mrs. B asks.
“One number per family,” the clerk answers gruffly, waving us along without looking up.
I turn my bit of cloth over. Number eighty-three. I glance at Mrs. B’s, Violet’s, and Toby’s number. Eighty-four.
Once everyone from our truck has been registered, we are shoved into smaller groups according to which house we’ve been assigned. Then each group is led away by a soldier. I look over to the big houses with their lovely front gardens. Hopefully House Two is one of those. I might even get my own room.
But House Two turns out to be one of the grubby bungalows I’d seen back toward the gate. A soldier leads our group of about ten women plus Mrs. B, Violet, Toby, and me to the house. When we get there, he nods toward the front door, then turns abruptly and leaves.
The bungalow is small with a sloping, red-tiled roof. Its white walls are splattered with mud. A path leads from the road, through a narrow scrubby area that’s been made into an outdoor kitchen, to the open front door. Pots, bowls, and spoons lie in a heap, waiting to be washed, and stained clothes hang from a saggy clothesline.
I glance behind me, wondering what would happen if I made a run for it right now. But where would I run to? I have no idea where I am.
A lady in a blue dress pokes her head through the open front door. “Welcome to House Two.” She beams. She is tall and tanned, with bobbed blond hair, and speaks with an American accent. “I’m Louise, but y’all can call me Lou. Okay if I speak English? I’m afraid I don’t speak much Dutch.”
A few of us nod.
“Good. The Japanese have made me warden of the house. That means between these four walls, I’m in charge. Come on in. Don’t be shy now.” She leads us straight into the front room, clapping her hands briskly. “Everyone, these are the new arrivals. New arrivals, this is everyone—well, not quite everyone, the others are still out on their daily chores. They’ll be back later.”
It’s darker inside the house. A single bulb hangs from the ceiling, casting a weak glow onto the floor. At first, it’s hard to see how many people are in the room, but as my eyes adjust to the dim light, I see women and children, maybe fifteen in total. Some are reading or playing cards, while others are folding clothes. Most of them look up and smile at us. A few of the children wave.
I look around the room, taking it all in. I suppose this used to be the sitting room, but there are no comfortable sofas, no rugs, and no bulging bookshelves like at home. Instead, there are beds everywhere, taking up almost every inch of floor space. Some are iron, some are wooden crates with thin mattresses on top, and others are just mattresses on the floor.
“Everyone gets fifty centimeters of personal space,” Lou explains. “That’s five oh. Sounds small, but it’s quite enough if you keep your things neat and tidy. Mattresses are over there. Please only take one.” She points to a teetering stack in the corner. “Bathroom is through there—mind you don’t flush willy-nilly now, hear. Water is in short supply. What do we say, children? If it’s brown, flush it down. If it’s yellow, let it mellow.” A few of the children in the room giggle. She whispers behind her hand as if telling us a secret, “Septic tank’s already overflowing. Nasty.”
Lou continues her tour. “Kitchen’s out in the front yard. We get meals from the main kitchen twice a day. Anything else like tea, you gotta make here. You can get water from the concrete trough out front, but don’t bother using it during the day—the water pressure’s shot. Take what you need at night, got it? There’s also a rainwater bucket, but use that sparingly. Let’s see, what else? Oh yes, we have a lovely choir, don’t we ladies? We get together with a few of the other houses and have a good ol’ sing. So if you can rub two notes together, we’d love to have you. We’re not all doom and gloom around here. Got to keep the spirits up!”
I smile half-heartedly, making a mental note to give that one a miss.
“Any questions?” Lou says.
“Where are all the men?” Mrs. B says in halting English.
“There aren’t any!” Lou says. “Well, apart from the soldiers and guards. This is a camp for women and children only.” Her eyes flick down to Toby for an instant, then back to Mrs. B, and I’m sure I see her frown. But then she says brightly, “Come along, grab a mattress everyone, that’s it, don’t be shy.”
Everyone wanders off, but I hang back. I don’t want to find a space. I don’t want to get settled. I want to go home. Panic is rising again; I swallow it down for what feels like the hundredth time.
“Y’alright sweetheart?” Lou asks with a sympathetic smile. “It’s a lot to take in, I know. Go find your mom and have a good rest. Things’ll seem brighter in the morning.”
Tears spill down my cheeks. This time I don’t even try to wipe them away. “My mother is dead.”
I watch Lou’s expression change. It’s a look I know well since Mama died. “Oh, baby girl! Now, don’t you fret. Mama Lou’s here.” She hugs me tightly, squashing my nose. “What’s your name, lovey?”
“Emmy.”
“Well, Emmy, there’s a space over here just big enough for you. Let’s get you a mattress, shall we?” I drag a mattress over from the pile, and Lou helps me squeeze it into the tiny sliver of space between two other beds. I am about to flop down onto it when something catches my eye.
“Lou, what’s over there?” I ask, pointing to a narrow doorway off to the left.
“Oh, that’s just an empty storage cupboard,” Lou replies. “It might have been a pantry before the war.”
“Can I sleep in there?”
“You want to sleep in the cupboard, honey?”
I nod. The idea of a dark cupboard where I can curl up all by myself is suddenly all I can think about. I grab my mattress and drag it over to the doorway. The cupboard runs alongside the main room and has no door or light. After a bit of pushing and tugging, I wrestle the mattress in. It just about fits, with only the tip of one corner sticking out.
“Well, would you look at that,” Lou says, her hands on her hips. “You need anything at all, I’ll be right over here.”
“Lou?” I say.
“Hmm?” She looks back.
“How long have you been here?”
Lou lets out a long sigh. “Long enough, honey. Long enough.”
I flop down onto my mattress. It smells musty, like a moth-eaten sweater. I crawl farther into the cupboard, pulling my bag in with me. If I pull my legs up tight, I can be completely hidden from the rest of the room, and that’s exactly what I do. 
Evening falls, and shadows reach into the house with growing fingers, chasing away the light. I listen as mothers sing to their babies or tell stories, and children sigh sleepily. Somewhere in the room, Oliver’s mom is crying, calling his name over and over. I wonder what’s happened to him, and why he’s not here. I hug my knees and squeeze my eyes shut. How has my birthday ended like this? It has to be a bad dream. Papa must be so worried, but thinking about him hurts so much, tears run down my neck and soak into the mattress.
Papa will find me. He promised.



CHAPTER 17
A rattling bell drags me from sleep. It’s not the deep gong of a temple bell or the happy peal of church bells. It’s not even a school bell. It’s more like a metal stick inside a tin can.
For a moment, I don’t know where I am. But then I remember, and grief rounds on me like a tiger pouncing on its prey.
I’m a prisoner. Papa isn’t here.
I roll over with a groan. My throat feels like it’s on fire. I haven’t had anything to eat or drink for half a day and a whole night. The pain in my chest and the blaze in my throat are too much, so I wriggle out of my cupboard, grabbing my shoes as I go. I find my way to the front door and stumble out into the scrubby garden.
The sun is rising, the sky a riot of so many pinks I can’t name them all. I breathe in deeply. The smell of the jungle hangs in the air. It’s a strange perfume of trees, sweet flowers, and rotting vegetation. My stomach twists. Why can I smell the jungle? Maybe we are in the middle of nowhere after all?
The water in the trough at the front of the house is black and smelly, but there is a bucket of water in the makeshift kitchen. I flick the mosquitoes away and sniff the water gingerly, then dip a finger in and lick it. Not great, but not awful, so I slurp a few mouthfuls from my cupped hand. The water courses all the way down into my empty stomach, and I feel dizzy with relief.
“Why are you drinking out of a bucket?”
I raise my eyes. Violet is standing in front of me. My mouth is full, and I swallow self-consciously, listening to the water gurgle its way down. We stare at each other in silence. After everything that’s happened, I’m not sure what to say. Being friendly to her feels weird, so I do the only thing I can think of. I hold the bucket out to her.
She steps closer and peers inside. Then, pinching her nose closed, she dips her hand into the bucket and slurps it delicately as though the water may bite her. She splutters as she swallows, then pulls a face and gags.
So dramatic.
“And anyway,” she says as if we have been chatting away this whole time, “Ma says this is all one big mistake and we’ll be home by the end of the day.”
“Does she really think so?” I ask, setting the bucket down. I desperately want to agree with Mrs. B, but then I think about the soldiers bundling me into the truck with their blank eyes and rough hands, and Papa on the floor with a gun pointed at him. I think about the tangled barbed wire on the fence here, and the piece of cloth in my pocket with the number eighty-three sewn onto it. Deep down, I know Mrs. B is wrong. It’s going to take more than one day to get us out of here.
“Girls! Don’t just stand about. Didn’t you hear the bell?” Lou hurries toward us. “We gotta get to tenko. Here, take these biscuits. You can eat breakfast after if there’s any left.”
“What’s tenko?” I ask, taking both biscuits and passing one to Violet.
Lou is distracted and keeps looking at the road in front of the house. “You’ll see, honey. Let’s go.”
The biscuit isn’t a biscuit at all. It tastes like flour and water, and is so rock hard I have to gnaw at it with my back teeth. But it’s the first food I’ve had since yesterday, so I’m not about to complain.
“I have to brush my teeth,” Violet says, turning to go back inside.
But Lou is already bustling us into the street. “No time. You do not want to be late, trust me. Come on.”
Women and children flood into the street from all directions. I catch sight of the main gate on my right. Still closed. Still guarded. At the top of the road to my left is where the registration table was yesterday, although it’s not there anymore. I hurry along, sticking close to Lou. Mrs. B and Toby are a few paces behind. Violet gives the rest of her biscuit to her brother. He chews it, wide-eyed.
“Line up here, quickly now.” Lou pushes and pulls me into position. I notice that everyone is lining up, shoulder to shoulder, until there is a solid row of women and children from the gate at one end, all the way up the road.
“What are we doing?” I ask.
“Shhh, not another word,” Lou hisses. “Just do exactly what 
I do.”
An eerie hush descends. Even the guards are still.
Then, one of the soldiers shouts, “Ki wo tsuké! ” Everyone in the line stands to attention, feet together, arms clamped stiffly by their sides.
I glance around. What the heck is happening? But Lou hisses at me, and I quickly stand to attention too.
“Rei! ” The soldier bellows, and suddenly, in one sweeping movement, every woman and child bows.
I copy Lou.
“Lower,” she whispers. “Bend lower.”
I’m used to bowing to Mr. Yukoshima, but this is nothing like that. We are bowing so low I can see every speck of dirt on the ground, and we aren’t allowed to bend our knees.
Just as the backs of my legs are beginning to ache, the soldier shouts, “Naoré! ” And everyone stands up straight.
The commands are called again and again. “Ki wo tsuké! Rei! Naoré! ” And we stand to attention, bow, and rise so many times I eventually lose count.
The whole thing is very strange. Why are we bowing? Who are we bowing to? What does any of this mean? I want to ask Lou, but when I steal a glance over at her, she widens her eyes and shakes her head, which makes a soldier slap his whip against his boot angrily.
After what feels like the hundredth “Ki wo tsuké! ” and “Rei! ” the soldier does not shout “Naoré! ” so we stay bent over, staring at the ground. Just when I begin to think we will be left here all morning bowing to thin air, a man speaks.
“For those who have recently joined us, welcome to Tjideng.” His voice rings out clear and strong. “You are all guests of the Emperor, long may his mercies last. Every day you will face north to Japan, and you will bow to honor him.” He speaks in Melayu, and I wonder how much of this Violet can understand.
The man walks slowly along the bowing line. “We are at war. The life you knew is gone. No one is coming to save you.”
He is coming closer. My heart thrashes in my chest. There is something seething in his voice, like he’s enjoying saying these awful things.
“Your leaders have run away like cowards in the night. They have seen the mighty power of Japan!”
He’s even closer now. My ears are burning. My back aches from bowing for so long, and my knees begin to shake.
“Naoré! ” he bellows, and we all stand upright.
The blood rushes from my head, little black dots swarm over my eyes, and I think I might fall over. I gulp huge lungfuls of air. Just keep standing. Do not fall down. After a few seconds, the dots bounce away, and there, four people down the line from me, wielding a glinting katana sword that may slice into us at any moment, is the most terrifying man I have ever seen.
His thin lips are drawn back into a sickening snarl. The medallions on his jacket flash in the morning sunlight.
“My name is Captain Kenichi Sonei. I am the new commander of Tjideng. I decide if you eat or starve. I decide if you work or rest. I decide if you live or die. Here, you have no will of your own.”
I flinch. I have heard this name before.
Captain Sonei.
The cruel commander everyone was talking about before the invasion! What did Mr. Yukoshima call him?
Dark Soul.
And he’s in command of the prison camp?
I can see him out of the corner of my eye as he moves down the line toward me. The bitter tang of bile catches in my throat, and I force it back down. Then, he is in front of me. He isn’t very tall, and I notice a medallion on the front of his uniform, just below the pocket—a dazzling golden sun with a ruby at its center. I stare at it until my eyes feel like they might explode.
He watches me in silence. He is so close I can feel his stale breath on my face. My eyes brim with tears, but I don’t dare to blink. My knees start to shake.
Just when I think I can’t take it a moment longer, he bellows, “Rei! ”
I throw myself into a deep bow, and Captain Sonei moves farther down the line. My knees are trembling, and I can’t catch my breath.
At last, one of the soldiers shouts a command, and tenko is over. I stumble back to the house, barely able to see through my tears. All I want to do is hide. I crawl into my cupboard and curl up in a ball. The sting of bile is still in my throat, and I am shaking all over. I just want to go home. Please, let me go home.
It takes a long time before I can stop shaking and breath normally again. Someone has started a cooking fire in the outside kitchen, and the smell of smoke curls through the house. My tummy growls, and I knead it with my fist. The biscuit Lou gave me hours ago is long gone, and breakfast never did come. I look miserably around my tiny cupboard room.
My evacuation bag! With everything that’s happened, I completely forgot about it. Maybe Ibu Lia slipped a message in for me, or better still, some food!
I grab the bag, scootch down to the cupboard doorway where there is more light, and dump it out onto the mattress. A ball of clothes tumbles out, along with my toothbrush, my slippers, and two silver serving spoons.
I pick the spoons up and turn them over in my hands, feeling their weight. What a strange thing to pack. I recognize them from Mama and Papa’s wedding set. We only ever used them for very special occasions and Christmas dinner because they’re real English silver. Papa’s definitely going to want these back when he comes for me, so I’ll have to keep them safe.
I scrabble through everything again to make sure I haven’t missed anything. There’s nothing else. No message. No food. But worst of all, Mama’s turquoise cardigan isn’t there. It’s still lying on my bed at home. Grief rolls through me like a breaking wave, and I thump my mattress in despair.
Slowly, I begin to put everything back into the bag, when my fingers brush against something at the bottom. There is something else in there. I pull it out, and my heart soars. It’s the photograph from the piano—the one of us all in the jungle river. Mama’s and Papa’s smiling faces beam up at me. Ibu Lia must have taken the copy from the red photo album and slipped it into my bag weeks ago. I hug the photograph and whisper, “Thank you, Ibu Lia. Thank you.”



CHAPTER 18
I stare at the photo for ages, happy to have something from home. Papa must be looking for me by now. I picture him in the study making phone calls. He knows a lot of important people. Surely someone will know where I am?
Captain Sonei was wrong about one thing. He said no one is coming for us. But he doesn’t know my papa.
“There you are.” Lou is standing in the doorway, fanning herself with a piece of paper. “I’ve just been handed the job list. You, your friend, and her little brother are to report to the central kitchen.”
“She’s not my friend,” I say, slipping the photograph under my mattress. “The central kitchen? I thought we cooked in the kitchen outside?”
“That tiny fire can’t feed all of us. It’s just for soup and tea. There’s a main kitchen that cooks food for the whole camp. That’s where you’ve been assigned.” She holds out her hand. I grab it, and she pulls me up. “We all gotta do our part. Do you know where the kitchen is?”
I shake my head.
“Course you don’t,” Lou says with a smile. “The street in front of the house is called Laan Trivelli. It’s the main street that runs through Tjideng. So go left onto Laan Trivelli, then walk until you see a smaller road on your left. Take that road and then the first road on your right, and you’ll see the central kitchen. Got it?”
“Left, left, right.” I nod. But an anxious feeling gnaws at my stomach. I didn’t know we had to work. I have no idea how to cook. And I don’t want to go outside if I can help it. What if I see Captain Sonei again?
Mrs. B picks her way over from her corner of the room, holding Toby’s hand. Violet comes, too, chewing her nail.
“What nonsense is this?” Mrs. B says. “My children have to work? In a kitchen? By whose authority? Yours?”
“By the authority of the Japanese army.” Lou crosses her arms. “You can argue your case with Captain Sonei if you like, but I can guarantee he won’t be sympathetic.”
Mrs. B’s eyes bulge.
“Let’s see . . .” Lou consults the piece of paper in her hand. “You’ve been assigned to wood collection.”
Mrs. B’s mouth falls open. “When my husband hears of this—”
Lou snorts. “Yes, well, until he gets here, you’ll be collecting wood, and the children will be helping in the kitchen. You gotta learn to pick your battles in Tjideng, and this ain’t one of them.” She turns to me, Violet, and Toby. “Now, run along, children. Report to Lady Allen.”
“Lady Allen?” I say, eyes wide. “Like a lady lady? I’ve never met an aristocrat before.”
Violet rolls her eyes. “Who cares, Emmy.” But she combs her fingers through her hair and tucks it neatly behind her ears. 
Leaving the house and walking along the streets of our prison, the three of us on our own, feels scary. We stick close together, wary of everything. Soldiers on patrol eye us suspiciously. Thick gray clouds have bullied their way across the clear sky and hang heavy and sullen. The monsoon season should be over soon, but it’s definitely going to rain this afternoon. I can smell it.
“Still think we’ll be back home by the end of the day?” I ask, looking sideways at Violet.
She shrugs. “Ma doesn’t know everything.” She glances at Toby, who is holding her hand in both of his. “She just likes to think she does.”
“Well, what do you think?” I say.
Violet takes a deep breath. “I think the Japanese will not let us go very easily.”
It’s the first time we’ve ever agreed on anything.
I smell the kitchen before I see it: the earthy starch of boiling rice. Instinctively, we walk a little faster. My stomach is so hollow, I imagine shoveling handfuls of hot, fluffy rice into my mouth. It makes me think of Ibu Lia. She always made the best rice.
We round the final corner, and there it is. The central kitchen. It’s a long wooden building; the front is open, with no doors, and the roof is made of dried palm leaves.
“That’s the kitchen?” Toby says. “Looks more like a cow shed.”
He’s right. But instead of cows, there are deep pots set over crackling fires, long trestle tables, and brown sacks of rice with their tops rolled down. Women stir the pots with wooden paddles, while others pour in buckets of water brought to them by children younger than Toby. Steam from the cooking rice wafts up, and from the outside, it looks like the palm frond roof is smoldering.
The hubbub inside makes me hesitate, but Violet strides straight in, pulling Toby along with her.
“Where will we find Lady Allen?” she says to no one in particular.
One of the women looks up from stirring and waves vaguely toward the back of the kitchen. We weave our way through, single file. Plumes of smoke billow around us, and the humidity makes my scalp prickle.
A girl pushes past us. She’s carrying an enormous sack of rice over one shoulder. She looks about sixteen or seventeen, and a bright bandana covers her long brown hair. She is red in the face and puffing like a weight lifter about to go for the final lift. She twists her body expertly, and the sack of rice lands on the ground with a thwack.
“You must be the new girls?” She smiles at us broadly, wiping her shiny forehead with the back of her hand.
“And boy,” says Toby, jutting out his chin.
“Yes, of course.” The girl grins, holding her hand out to him. “I’m Catherine, but everyone calls me Kitty. It’s a great pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Toby shakes her hand formally. “I’m Tobias, but everyone calls me Toby. That’s my sister, Violet. And she’s Emmy.”
“We were told to report to Lady Allen,” Violet says a little too grumpily. I feel my cheeks flush.
“Oh, that’s me,” Kitty says. “But forget the formalities. Lord this, lady that . . . doesn’t make a jot of difference here, does it? I’m just plain Kitty.”
The way she speaks makes me think that nothing about Kitty is plain. Her Dutch is perfect, but she has a hint of an accent that makes her even more fascinating.
She grabs a short wooden paddle from a table against the wall. “Right, quick tour. It’s not terribly difficult, but you have to pay attention because if you burn the rice, you’ll cause a riot.” She points at things with the paddle. “The rice is in that sack. That’s our pot. I call her Big Bertha. There’s the bucket. You get water from the taps over there. Three parts water to one part rice, and stir, stir, stir.” She finishes with a flourish.
“You’ve got a weird accent,” Violet says.
I shoot her a withering look. Why does she always have to be so rude? But Kitty doesn’t seem to notice, or if she does, she doesn’t let it show.
“That’s because I’m English.” Kitty smiles. “Dutch is my second language. I only started learning it when I was seven and we came to live in the East Indies. I suppose I’ll always have an accent no matter where I live.” She winks at Violet. “That’s not a bad thing, it just means I’m interesting.”
“I also came here when I was seven!” I say, happy to have something in common with someone as sophisticated as Kitty. “Well, actually,” I clarify, “I was born here, but my parents moved to Amsterdam when I was two, and then we came back to Batavia when I was eight, after living in France and England.”
Violet makes a pfft sound, and I realize I’m blabbering and probably sound really stuck-up. Explaining where I’m from always makes me flustered: I haven’t quite figured out how to fit everything in yet, but leaving parts out makes me feel half-told, which doesn’t feel right either. Violet doesn’t understand because she’s only ever lived in Batavia. She’s never even been to the Netherlands but is somehow more Dutch than anyone.
Kitty links her arm through mine. “Well, I’d say that makes us practically sisters.”
“Have you ever exploded a mosquito?” Toby says, looking excitedly at Kitty.
“Why no, Toby, I haven’t had the pleasure,” she says, bending down to his level.
“Cause, a boy told me last night that if one lands on your arm, instead of squashing it, you pull your skin tight so it gets stuck and it can’t stop drinking and it fills up with blood and then explodes!”
Violet rolls her eyes and says under her breath, “Oh my god.”
Kitty ruffles Toby’s hair. “That sounds gloriously gruesome, Toby. Will you tell me if it works?” She winks at Violet, who looks like she is about to die of embarrassment. “Now, this rice isn’t going to cook itself. Toby, you have the most important job of all.” She hands him a bucket. “I put water in Big Bertha earlier, but I don’t think it’s enough. Can you fill this up and bring it back to us? Not too full though, or you’ll slop it all over yourself.”
Toby puffs up with pride. He takes the bucket and trots off toward the taps.
“Shall I put the rice in?” I ask, eager to help. Kitty feels like a glimmer of light in a very dark world. The way she smiles makes me want to smile too.
Kitty nods. “Just dig in with your hands. The water should be about to boil.”
I plunge my hands deep into the open sack of rice, cup them together, and pull them back out. Cool, hard grains rain from between my fingers. I bend over to breathe in the beautiful smell, but as I draw closer, I see something moving.
The rice is writhing in my hands.



CHAPTER 19
What is that?” I scream, throwing the rice back into the sack and shaking my hands so the leftover grains sprinkle over the ground with little popping sounds.
“Oh dear.” Kitty giggles. “I should have warned you. We have little guests in our rice, but once you boil them up, I promise you won’t even notice them.”
“Guests?” I ask.
“Weevils. Insects. A tiny maggot or two,” Kitty says. “To be fair, I’m not too partial to maggots, so I usually pick them out, but after a while you don’t even notice the rest.”
The thought of creepy crawlies in my rice makes my tummy feel faint, but then I look at Violet and can’t help but snort with laughter. She is clutching the paddle to her chest like a weapon and has turned very pale, a look of sheer horror on her face.
“It’s not funny!” she says, stamping her foot.
Violet’s squeamishness is legendary. Back home, she can barely walk down the street without squealing at every caterpillar, worm, or flying insect that has the misfortune of crossing her path. Just her luck to be living in one of the most insect-ridden countries in the world.
“What’s so funny?” Toby has waddled back, gripping the bucket with two hands and grinning from ear to ear. “See? I didn’t spill a drop.”
He sets the bucket down, and the laughter dies in my throat. The water is murky, and there are bits of rust floating in it. My hopes of fluffy white rice with a knob of butter melting on top—just like I have at home—evaporate, and we all stare at the bucket in shocked silence.
It takes a long time for the rice to cook. Violet and I take turns stirring the pot with the wooden paddle, swapping when the ache in our arms becomes too much. At last, it is ready, and Kitty hands us each a steaming bowl of rice that looks a bit like watery congee, except with dead weevils in it.
“It looks disgusting,” Violet scoffs. “I am not eating that.” She tosses hers down on the table and pushes it away with the paddle, sloshing it everywhere.
“Violet!” I hiss, cringing with embarrassment.
I sniff my rice gingerly. It does smell a bit like a stagnant puddle, but I am so hungry I don’t care. There are definitely a few weevils here and there, but they are all very much boiled. I dip the tip of my spoon into the steaming rice and put it slowly into my mouth. It’s warm on my tongue, and I chew it gratefully. Weevil- and maggot-infested rice cooked with muddy water doesn’t taste as bad as you’d think.
“You really should eat,” I say to Violet.
“Some of it looks like snot,” Toby says, grinning. He tucks in hungrily, weevils and all.
But Violet is adamant. “I want something else.”
Kitty raises an eyebrow at her. “There isn’t anything else today. There might be some tapioca bread tomorrow.” A shadow passes over her face. “You only get two bowls of rice a day, one in the afternoon and one in the evening. Breakfast is soup, but it’s more like water with unidentified floaty bits in it. You’ll get a vegetable if you’re lucky, and I can’t remember the last time I ate meat. That’s it. So I suggest you eat what you’re given.”
“Two bowls of that a day?” Violet pulls her nose up, but her bottom lip is beginning to tremble.
“It’s a shock at first, I know.” Kitty’s voice softens. “But you’ll be amazed at what you can get used to. Now, get ready, here they come.”
Women and children pile into the kitchen, and soon every rice pot in the kitchen has a line of hungry prisoners, each holding out their small bowls and tins to be filled.
“Like this,” Kitty says, taking a bowl from a young girl who can barely see over the table. Using the bowl, she scoops the rice directly from Big Bertha, then hands it back to the girl. “There you are, poppet.” A glassy smear of rice clings to the side of the bowl, and the girl licks it.
Violet and I spend the next two hours dipping bowls into Big Bertha, careful to dish equal amounts for everyone, and handing them over to grateful prisoners. I scald my fingers the first few times, but soon I can fill a bowl with a single swish. It feels good to be doing such an important job. I hand out bowl after bowl, although some people don’t bring bowls at all, but rather cups, tin cans, or even just a bolt of cloth folded over. There is a mother with a naked baby on her hip; three cheeky boys who stick their tongues out at Toby, then run away giggling; chatting women with tanned arms and bare feet who thank me in English or Dutch or French or German or Italian; and a grandmother who shakes her head when I hand her a full bowl. “Only half for me, dear. Save the rest for those who need it more.”
There are so many more prisoners than I thought. But the more people I see, and the more bowls I scoop, the more I begin to realize something. Something I hadn’t noticed before now. I know there are no men in the camp, Lou already told us that, but there are no teenage boys either. Most of the boys here look younger than Toby. That must be why Oliver’s mom is here, but Oliver isn’t, and why I haven’t seen a single boy from school. So where are they?
All too soon, Big Bertha is scraped clean, and so are all the other pots, but there are still people waiting to be served. When they hear there is no rice left, they turn and leave, their shoulders drooping.
“Don’t worry, they’ll go to the front of the line this evening.” Kitty pats my arm. “Nice work today, girls.” She grins at Toby. “And boy.”
We clean up in silence, and I am glad because I don’t feel like talking. All I can think about is food. Or the lack of it. Two bowls of rice a day. With weevils and cooked in filthy water. Violet is right. It is disgusting. I’d give anything to sink my teeth into a roast chicken ayam goreng, a spicy samosa, or a juicy watermelon. My mouth waters at the thought of real food, and I feel even more miserable.
The first slow drops of rain start to fall. The sky growls, and the drops fall faster, splashing through the palm frond roof. Soon the thick curtain of the monsoon shower is directly over us.
“Right, troops,” Kitty says. “This rain isn’t going to stop anytime soon, so I say we make a dash for it. Ready?”
We run squealing into the downpour, and I am soaked within seconds. After a few hundred yards, we duck under a tree to take shelter.
“Well, that was a disaster.” Kitty grins, shouting over the hissing rain.
I giggle, shaking out the ends of my drenched skirt. Violet looks like a drowned rat, which makes me giggle even more. She dabs disgustedly at her face with her little finger raised. Toby is standing on the very edge of the tree’s shelter, head back, mouth wide open, catching rain drops on his tongue.
A soldier rushes past. He’s as wet as we are, but when he notices us huddled under the tree, he slows down and stares at us. Kitty bows, and we copy her.
“The soldiers scare me,” I say when he’s gone. “They’re everywhere, all the time.”
“I know,” Kitty says. “Just do as you’re told, and whatever you do, don’t look them in the eye. That makes them really angry. At least they leave the camp at night. Their barracks are just outside the gate, next to Captain Sonei’s house.” There is a mischievous glint in her eye. “If you’re going to break the rules, do it after dark.”
Violet scoffs. “They’re living in the lap of luxury, while we’re crammed in like pickles in a jar. Something tells me Captain Shout-a-lot and his grumpy soldiers don’t have to eat rice with dead things floating in it either.” The injustice of it is written all over her face.
Kitty sighs. “It’s not fair, is it? Sometimes we smell their food wafting over from their barracks. When they roast a chicken . . .”
She groans. “But at the end of the day, they’re not the prisoners. 
We are.”
I think of Bakti getting arrested for helping Mr. Yukoshima when the boys threw rocks at him outside his shop. Bakti went to prison, and the police didn’t care that he was innocent. I suppose the soldiers here don’t care that we haven’t done anything wrong, and they won’t listen to reason either.
“How do you know so much, anyway?” Violet asks Kitty, wringing out her hair. “How long have you been here?”
“Oh, gosh, let me think . . . eight months and sixteen and a half days.”
“What? ” Violet and I exclaim together. We’ve barely been here two days and it already feels like a lifetime.
“I know, it sounds like forever,” Kitty says. “But I was in a different camp before being moved here. Some of the women have been stuck in Tjideng since it opened eighteen months ago. Imagine that!”
“Tjideng has been here for one and a half years?” I say, shocked. How come I didn’t know about it? And there are other camps like this one? The truth suddenly dawns on me. Papa and Ibu Lia knew there were places like Tjideng all along! That’s why Papa never wanted to talk about Mr. Barrett or the other families who’d disappeared. And why he insisted we keep our evacuation bags packed. It wasn’t to escape, like I thought; it was in case we were taken!
I feel a rush of anger at Papa. He should have told me. I’m old enough to handle the truth. Keeping it a secret didn’t protect me. It only made me unprepared.
“Well, I don’t get why Tjideng even exists in the first place,” Violet says. “Or any of the other camps. I mean, what’s the point of locking up women and children? It’s not like we’re dangerous or anything.”
Kitty shrugs. “It’s not about how dangerous we are. To Japan, we’re the enemy, and they want us all in one place where they can keep an eye on us.” Her face clouds over. “I should have evacuated when I had the chance. Mummy left before the war really got going, but I didn’t want to go back to boring old England, so I chose to stay in Batavia with Daddy.” She smiles wryly. “Probably not the best decision I’ve ever made.”
I stare at my feet, a heavy feeling settling in my chest. I’m beginning to think I made the wrong decision too.
No. Papa will find me soon. We’ll go back home, and the war will end, and everything will go back to normal.
“Kitty, where are all the older boys?” I ask, changing the subject. “I haven’t seen any my age.”
Kitty draws her arms across her body and shivers even though the rain is as warm as bath water. She glances over at Toby. “This is a prison for women, girls, and little boys only.”
“I’m not little!” Toby says with his tongue still hanging out.
“No, you’re not,” Kitty says. “But you’re younger than ten, aren’t you?”
Toby nods without taking his eyes off a leaf about to dump its puddle of water right into his mouth. “I’m nine and three quarters.”
Violet stops patting her face. “What’s ten got to do with it?”
I stare at Kitty, an uneasy feeling creeping over me.
“Tell me,” Violet says in her telling-off voice, usually reserved for the boys at school.
Kitty hesitates. “Boys . . . they stay here until they are ten. And then . . .”
“And then what?” Violet demands. The rain is splashing her face now, but she doesn’t even notice.
Kitty glances at Toby, then says softly, “Then . . . they are taken away, to the men’s camps. I’m so sorry. I thought they’d already told you.”
Toby stares at us in shocked silence. A steady stream of water dribbles from the tree onto the top of his head and runs down the side of his face.
“They’re going to take me away? When I turn ten?” His voice is barely above a whisper.
“When is your birthday, darling?” Kitty asks. I can tell she’s forcing her voice to sound cheerful. “The war may be over by then.”
Violet clamps her arms protectively around her brother. “He’s ten in two months. But it’s probably not even true anyway. No one would be that mean. Come on, Toby, let’s go.”
I watch them go, arm in arm into the rain, mud splashing on their legs. “It is true, isn’t it?”
Kitty nods, her hand over her mouth, the pain of it etched in her eyes. “I shouldn’t have told them.”
Maybe. But what’s better: Living in ignorance or knowing the bad stuff so you can try to do something about it?
“Let’s get you back, shall we?” Kitty sighs. “Your mum will be glad to see you. What house are you in?”
“House Two,” I say. I don’t tell her that I am here all by myself.
“Right next to me, then. I’m in House Three.”
We walk with our heads down for the rain, but also for the soldiers who are constantly watching.
“Do you know where we are?” I ask.
“House Two’s around the next corner, at the end of the road, near the gate.”
“No, I mean where in Java are we? Are we very far from Batavia?”
“Oh, we’re still in Batavia,” Kitty says. “This is one of the oldest neighborhoods in the city. After the invasion, the Japanese commandeered these houses to create Tjideng. They kicked all the Javanese people out, told them to leave and never come back. The Europeans who were living here were allowed to stay, but they became prisoners in their own homes, and have to tolerate the rest of us too.” She points over her shoulder, back toward the kitchen. “This used to be a beautiful place. The jungle is just over that way, behind the train tracks.”
I hardly hear what she is saying. We are still in Batavia! Far closer to home than I had ever imagined. I suddenly feel lighter. Despite Captain Sonei, the bowing, the wormy rice, the rationing—despite all that, I feel like shrieking with joy. Papa will definitely find me now. I know he will. It’s just a matter of time.



CHAPTER 20
It’s pandemonium back at the house. I hear Mrs. B’s high-pitched wail from halfway down the street, and I slip into the house as quietly as I can. Lou and three other women are trying to calm her down. Violet and Toby sit huddled together on Violet’s bed, their faces ashen.
“Maybe he’ll be taken to the same place as my Oliver,” Oliver’s mom says when they finally manage to calm Mrs. B down. But that only sets her off all over again.
I am soaking wet and don’t want to lie on my bed, so I sit on the floor outside my cupboard and hug my knees to my chest. Thinking about Toby being taken away is just too horrible, so I pull the photograph out from under my mattress and stare at it, trying to block everything else out.
I squeeze my eyes shut and imagine my thoughts floating away to Papa, like butterflies on a breeze. I’m still in Batavia. Please come soon. Please. Then I think of Bakti. Where are you right now? What are you doing? I’m sorry for our fight. And I think of Mama . . . what it would be like if she was here in Tjideng with me. Everything would be bearable then. The thought is so crushing that I open my eyes and gasp for breath as if I have been swimming underwater.
I peel off my wet clothes, then rummage in my bag for something dry to wear. There isn’t much space in my cupboard; the mattress takes up the whole length and almost the whole width. My legs are muddy from walking in the rain, and I don’t want to get my bed dirty, so I balance on the strip of wooden floor next to the mattress. As I wriggle into my clean skirt, the floorboard I’m standing on creaks. I shift my weight onto it again, harder this time, and it squeaks back, so I lift the corner of my mattress to take a look.
The floorboard has been cut shorter than the rest, and there is a hole at one end. A small hole, just big enough for a finger.
I wiggle my forefinger all the way in, curl it over, and pull. The floorboard lifts with a little sucking sound, like a seal being broken. I glance behind me to make sure no one is looking, but everyone is either fanning Mrs. B or busy with their own things. With a bit of tugging, the whole board pops out. The space below the floor is not very deep. I reach in, hoping nothing jumps out at me, and my fingers brush the bottom.
“How interesting,” I say out loud. A secret hiding place in a cupboard. Kitty said that Tjideng was one of the oldest neighborhoods in Batavia. Perhaps in those days, all houses had secret hiding places under the floor?
The most valuable thing I have is my photograph. I place it gently into the hole, then rummage through my bag for the silver spoons and place them in too. The loose board fits snugly back into place, and I shove my mattress over to cover the finger hole. Captain Sonei’s cruel words echo in my ears. You have no will of your own in Tjideng.
“We’ll see about that,” I mutter. It feels good to have something private, something only I know about . . . something the soldiers can’t have.
“See about what?” Violet is standing at my door, arms crossed.
Right at that moment, the tin bell rattles outside and Violet sighs dramatically. “Ugh, that ridiculous bowing, again. Seriously? What are they going to make us do this time? Worship the empress of Mongolia?”
Lou overhears and says sternly, “Tenko is two, sometimes three times a day if we’re unlucky, so you’d better get used to it.”
“But why?” Violet sulks. “What’s even the point?”
“So they can count us, make sure no one’s made a run for it during the night.” Lou winks at me, then takes Violet by the shoulders and steers her toward the door. “So get a move on.”
Violet looks pale, and she has dark circles under her eyes. I’m about to ask if she’s okay, but she strides off. “Come on, then, let’s get this over with.”
Down on the street, something feels different. I notice it as soon as we all start to line up. At this morning’s tenko, the soldiers left us alone, especially when Captain Sonei was there. But now the commander is nowhere to be seen, and the soldiers are bad-tempered. They shout at us to move faster; they walk up and down the line, pushing people back if their shoulders or toes are sticking out a bit too far. Somewhere in the line, a little girl cries. A soldier shouts at her, which makes her cry even more.
Violet and I get into position. I stay as still as I can, hoping the soldiers will leave us alone. When I glance at Violet, she looks even paler, and I’m sure she is swaying slightly. I brush her wrist with my fingers, but she snatches it away and stares straight ahead.
The commands begin, raining down on us like insults. “Ki wo tsuké! Rei! Naoré! ” Each one said with more venom than the last. We bow and straighten. Bow and straighten. The soldiers walk the line, inspecting each and every bow. If they find someone not bowing low enough, or standing to attention with drooping shoulders, they poke and pinch and hit until it is done to their satisfaction. A soldier stamps on a woman’s bare foot because it is slightly out of line. She cries out, and he stands on it again, only stepping off when she is silent.
Hot flashes of anger rise from deep inside me. Why are they being so cruel? What have we done to them to be treated like this? I want to tell them to stop being so mean. I want to stamp on their bare feet with giant army boots and see how they like it. But my fear is bigger than my anger, so I rage in silence, bowing deeply despite my aching legs and standing to attention as straight as I can, even though my head is swimming from the heat.
The puddles from the rain evaporate. The sun’s bright rays grow mellow. The air grows cooler. And still we bow. I am so tired, and my mind begins to wander.
I picture our house in Batavia: the gravel path leading up from the street; the shady veranda that kept us cool on hot nights; geckos feasting on the mosquitoes nestled in the line where the wall meets the ceiling. I am so lost in my memories that at first, I don’t hear the yelling.
When I look up, everything has become much, much worse. There is a hole in the line next to me where a person should be. And that person is lying in a crumpled heap on the dusty ground.
Violet!
A soldier stands over her, barking at her in Japanese. He bends over with the effort, as if the sheer volume of his voice will make her get up. But she doesn’t move.
In a flash, I realize what has happened. Violet has fainted! She didn’t eat the weevilly rice. Who knows when she last ate—probably before we were taken yesterday. She’s passed out from hunger!
Mrs. B fans Violet with her hand, and Toby is sniffling with worry. The soldier pushes Mrs. B away and pulls Violet’s arm. She starts to come around, and he grabs her by the shoulders, forcing her to sit up. She is floppy and almost falls back down. The soldier grips her arm, holding her upright.
He switches to broken Melayu. “Up. Now!” His voice quivers with anger.
Violet groans but doesn’t open her eyes.
He shouts at her again, in Japanese this time, then his other fist clenches, and he draws his arm back.
He’s going to hit her!
Before I know what I’m doing, I lunge toward the soldier. “Stop!”
A deathly silence descends. All I can hear is my own desperate breathing.
The soldier releases Violet roughly. She is awake enough to scramble backward out of his reach. Then he turns toward me. His eyes are shining like a predator who discovers its prey is injured and can’t run away. 
The reality of what I’ve just done hits me. I feel as if I’ve been sleepwalking and can’t remember how I got here. The soldier shouts and reaches out to grab me.
“Welcome, Japan, light of the East!” I blurt in Melayu. The words Bakti wrote under his drawing. It’s the only thing I can think of. My voice sounds like a whisper against my wildly pounding heart.
The soldier falters.
I bow low. “Welcome, Japan, light of the East,” I repeat, louder this time, willing my voice not to give out with the terror of it all.
The soldier does not falter again. He grabs me roughly, wrenching my arm. I squeeze my eyes shut and wait for the blow.
But it doesn’t come. Instead, a man’s voice shouts a command. The soldier lets go of my arm, and for a split second, I am relieved that someone has helped me. But then I see who has given the command.
Captain Sonei is marching straight toward me.



CHAPTER 21
The captain and the soldier exchange rough words. They speak in Japanese, and I don’t understand what they are saying, but the brutish soldier is now meek and apologetic. I don’t dare look at Captain Sonei. He asks the soldier questions. With each answer, the soldier bows and says hai, which I know means “yes.”
The fear of not knowing what they are saying or what is going to happen to me makes my whole body shiver. I’m so mad at Violet. Why did she have to faint like that? Now I’m the one who’s going to be punished.
Captain Sonei turns from the soldier toward me. Switching to Melayu, he says, “You are either brave, or stupid. I am inclined to think the latter.”
I don’t mean to, but my eyes flick up at him for an instant.
“You understand me, don’t you?” he says in a bemused tone.
There is a crushing weight inside my chest. I nod briefly, staring at the ground.
“Well, answer me, then. Brave . . . or stupid ?” the captain says, slowly this time, his voice laced with venom.
It feels like a trap. Does he really want me to answer? I drag my tongue off the roof of my mouth and swallow painfully.
“I . . . I don’t know. My friend . . . she can’t eat the food . . . she was hungry . . .”
Captain Sonei snorts dismissively. “Your friend should be grateful for her food. Show me your prisoner number.”
I fumble in my pocket for the cloth with the number on it.
“It’s eighty-three,” I whisper, holding it out to him.
He snatches it from me, looks at it, then gives it back to me with a grunt.
“The words you spoke to my officer . . . where did you hear them?”
I think of Bakti underneath the rambutan tree, when he told me he was glad the Japanese were coming. His words are seared into my mind like a burn, fresh and raw. Would he still be on their side if he knew how they were treating us?
“From a friend,” is all I can bring myself to say.
“Another friend!” The captain’s tone is mocking, and all the soldiers in earshot sneer on cue. He sucks his teeth as though trying to dislodge a piece of food stuck between them. Then, like the flick of a switch, his viciousness returns.
“Friends make you weak. You will survive longer here if you think only of yourself.” He walks around me slowly, and I hold my breath. “The punishment for interfering with an Imperial Officer discharging his duties is twenty lashes.”
Lashes? I’ve never even been smacked before.
“Come.” Captain Sonei turns and walks toward the main gate.
Everything inside me is screaming NO!
The soldier pushes me with his rifle across my shoulders and I almost stumble to the dusty ground. Captain Sonei walks quickly, with stiff shoulders. He doesn’t turn to check that I am following. I trip over my feet, struggling to keep up. I glance back, scanning the line desperately for someone to speak up for me, like I did for Violet. But no one says a word. No one even looks at me except Violet, who looks pale with terror, and Toby, his face wet from crying. The soldier shoves me, harder this time, and I don’t look back again.
By the time we’re almost at the main gate, panic claws at my throat and I choke back tears. Captain Sonei stops abruptly outside the building with the shady veranda I saw when we arrived yesterday. I notice it has a big red cross on the side. It’s a hospital. How convenient. He’s going to whip me right here so they can just carry me straight in afterward . . . so my blood doesn’t make a mess on the street.
“Prisoner eighty-three,” Sonei booms. “You have shown great disrespect.”
I squeeze my eyes shut and wonder what a whip cutting into my skin will feel like.
“But you have also shown great courage. For this reason, I will give you one chance to redeem yourself.”
My eyes fly open. Captain Sonei is glowering down at me, his perfectly manicured eyebrows tilted downward into a frown. I am trembling so much it is hard to stay standing.
“If you answer this question correctly, you shall not be whipped.” He drums his fingers together just below his chin. He’s enjoying this. “Who is the emperor of Japan?”
Everything is happening so fast, I’m not sure what’s real and what’s a trick. I stare at the ground, wondering if this is another trap.
But I know the answer.
I remember it from my atlas, and my afternoons reading in our air raid shelter.
I bow my head to show my respect, even though it’s the last thing I actually feel. “Emperor Hirohito. He visited King George at Buckingham Palace in 1921,” I recite, picturing page thirty-seven with the blurry black-and-white photograph of the two men shaking hands.
“Ha!” Captain Sonei claps with delight. “Not so stupid after all, eighty-three. Your words have saved you today. I am not minded to whip a prisoner who shows respect for Japan.”
I let out a shaky breath, relief washing over me.
The captain beckons to a soldier and says something to him in a low voice. The soldier disappears inside the hospital and moments later returns carrying a broom.
“You will sweep every day, eighty-three. And if I see even a speck of dust on this road, your fainting friend will go without food. She will soon learn to be grateful for eating at all.” His laugh is a shriek, like a chicken being strangled by a python. “Let us see how long your friendship lasts.”
I take the broom with trembling hands and start to sweep. The entire road is a pile of dust because it is not tarred. How am I ever going to sweep it clean? Captain Sonei watches for a few seconds, then marches off, leaving me with the soldiers and their hostile glares. I glance back up the road. Tenko is over, and everyone is going back to their houses. I can’t see Violet, or Toby.
The broom is useless, nothing more than a few bits of dried grass tied together, which fold pathetically over the smallest pile of dust and snap every time I sweep over a stone. I keep my head down, trying not to draw attention to myself, until the soldiers grow bored of watching me and move away.
I look at the hospital. It’s a beautiful building with tall arched windows and wooden shutters. There is an ornate clock above the front door, but the time is stuck at fourteen minutes past twelve. It looks more like a school than a hospital. Maybe before the war, it was.
I am quite close to the main gate. For some reason, it is standing wide open. The outside world is tantalizingly near. If Kitty is right and we are still in Batavia, then I know Papa will find me. The urge to look at the road outside the camp tugs at me like the tide. Just one peek. Slowly but surely, I work my way closer to the gate.
Sweep. Sweep. Sweep.
I steal a glance.
Soldiers stand on either side of the gate. But wait . . . are they actually soldiers? Their clothes are different. They’re wearing shorts and long socks with sandals. They don’t look like imperial soldiers. One of them says something to the other in Melayu, and I recognize the accent straight away. They’re from this island. They’re Javanese!
My mind whirs. Should I go and talk to them? Maybe they can help me. But then one turns. He is holding a rifle. I spin around so my back is to him and he can’t see the shock on my face. The Javanese guards are working for the Japanese!
I take deep breaths until I feel a little steadier, then turn back around and sweep closer to the gate again. When I dare, I look up.
I see a second, outer gate. It’s made of metal bars, not bamboo and matting like the inner gate. There’s a road . . . and . . . a narrow bridge over a canal. I am so close to the inner gate now, I can hear the guards talking to each other. My whole body tenses. I feel like I’m walking on a tightrope that is swaying in the wind. If they catch me spying, I’ll be in trouble.
Over the canal is a busy street crowded with carts and rickshaws and bicycles. People are walking around as if there is no war at all. They’re all Javanese though; I don’t see a single European among them. For one wild moment, I consider waving but think better of it. I’m not sure who I can trust anymore.
One of the guards sees me staring. He snatches the broom out of my hands.
“You’re finished. Go.” He shoos me away like a stray dog.
But I have seen all I need. Kitty was right. We are in Batavia, which means Papa will find me.
Back at House Two, there is a welcoming committee waiting for me in the front garden. Lou, Kitty, Toby, and Violet gather around as I trudge up the path. My feet ache, and I am desperate for a drink of water. I am not used to sweeping, and there’s a blister ballooning on the inside of my thumb.
Kitty hugs me, and Toby joins in, pressing his cheek into the small of my back. It feels good to be hugged.
Lou gives me a tin of water. “You had us worried for a while there, little miss.”
I take the tin and drink deeply. The stale water is like life itself.
“I’m fine, really. He didn’t hurt me. He just made me sweep.”
“You got off easy this time,” Lou says, “but steer well clear of Sonei from now on, got it? He’s unpredictable.” She glances over her shoulder, then leans closer, her voice just above a whisper. “They say he’s moonstruck. The full moon makes him go wild and he becomes crueler than ever.”
Kitty nods solemnly, and Toby stares at Lou, his mouth agape.
“So, no more heroics,” Kitty says, waggling her finger at me. “You’re lucky he didn’t take you to the Djamboe tree.”
“What’s the Djamboe tree?” I ask.
Lou shoots a look at Kitty. “That doesn’t matter now,” she says. “Some things are not for knowing.”
Violet has been hanging back, chewing her nail. “Are you really all right?” There is a fragile hope in her voice.
“I am. Promise.”
She barrels into me and hugs me so tightly, the blister on my thumb begins to throb. “I’m so sorry,” she gushes. “It’s all my fault. I cannot believe you did that. I mean, I’ve always known you were a little, you know . . . mad . . . but what you did today was totally next level!” She lets me go, and we stand in awkward silence. Then she says quietly, “Thank you. You saved me.”
For the first time ever, she’s actually being normal. It’s weird.
“You would have done the same for me.” I shrug, although I’m not sure she would.
Violet beams. “Come inside. We’ve kept your dinner for you. You need to rest. Can I do anything for you?”
“Actually, yes, you can,” I say, looking her straight in the eye. “Next time, eat the rice.”



CHAPTER 22
The first thing I think of when I wake up every morning is Papa.
He’ll come today, I tell myself. There must be a lot of paperwork to sign or things to negotiate to get the Japanese to agree to let me go. That’s what’s taking so long.
Sometimes I think I hear him—a cough, a laugh—and for one exhilarating moment I am convinced he has found me.
But it’s never him.
It was the same after Mama died. I would see and feel her everywhere. I’d smell her perfume on my way to school and spin around thinking she was behind me. I’d glimpse a shock of curly dark hair in the crowded market and my world would slow, all sound blotted out, until the moment had passed and I’d snap back to reality. Sometimes I still hear her calling my name. And I hear her singing.
But Papa isn’t dead. He’s coming to get me.
Every day that passes, I scratch a little line on the wall inside my cupboard. Sometimes I use a dull knife from the kitchen outside, but the walls are soft and a small stone from the street works just as well. One week is six vertical lines, with the seventh one drawn horizontally through them, like playing matchsticks. Soon, I have two bundles of lines, plus another three, which means I have been in Tjideng for seventeen days.
I’ve noticed more and more Javanese guards in the camp. They do the less important jobs like ringing the tenko bell and carrying things around the camp. They aren’t as mean as the Japanese soldiers, but when I try to talk to them, they shake their heads and walk away. What I keep wondering, though, is why the guards are helping Japan when Japan is the one who invaded their country?
On my nineteenth day in Tjideng, something hits the living room window with a feathery thud. I go outside to investigate and find a little bird lying stunned on the ground. I pick it up, cupping it gently in both hands. It has shimmering navy-blue feathers, a bright orange breast, a stout black beak, and shining black eyes.
“What have you got there, honey?” Lou says, coming up the path with a large metal bowl under her arm. She puts it down in the scrubby kitchen with a clatter.
“I’m not sure,” I say. “It flew into the window. I think it’s got a broken wing.”
Lou comes over and cups my hands in hers. “Oh, it’s a songbird! What a shame.”
“How do you know?” I say, looking at the poor thing panting with shock.
“My husband, Bill, is a bird watcher,” Lou says. “He specializes in rare sightings. I think this one’s called a Javan blue flycatcher. Such a pity—it has the most beautiful song. Why don’t you take it to your cupboard, where it can have some peace and quiet.”
“Is it going to die?”
Lou pouts her bottom lip in pity. “I think so, honey.”
I put the songbird on the darkest corner of my mattress and lie down next to it. I’d give anything to hear it sing, but it’s too badly injured and just sits there quivering, its beak slightly open.
“Please don’t die, little bird,” I whisper.
The next morning, the songbird is still in the same place on my mattress, but it has stopped panting. It cocks its little head at me. I stroke its tiny head in wonder and feel a rush of happiness that it might not die after all.
When Toby sees it, he says, “I’ll build it a cage! It can be our pet!” He goes off searching for sticks, and Mrs. B gives him some good thick twine. A few hours later, he’s cobbled together a rickety birdcage. It even has a perch. We string it up from a branch of the skinny tree in the scrubby kitchen.
“What do songbirds eat?” I ask Lou.
“Flies, worms, ants. Maybe try a cricket,” Lou says.
“I know where to find worms!” Toby says, delighted, and runs off.
“Yeah, so do I,” Violet says, wiggling her little finger through the narrow bars of the cage. “In our rice.”
  
It takes days, but I finally manage to get Kitty alone, walking back from kitchen duty. Violet and Toby have skipped ahead to feed a handful of weevils and three worms to the songbird.
“What’s the Djamboe tree?” I ask. I’ve been thinking about it ever since the day Violet fainted and Kitty mentioned it.
Kitty shoots me a look. “I’m not sure I should tell you.”
“Why not? I’m old enough.”
“It’s not about being old enough. It’s just not a very nice thing.”
“I don’t expect it to be nice,” I say. “This is Tjideng. Nothing is nice.”
But she won’t budge. “I’m serious, Emmy. There are some things best left alone. Just forget about it, okay?”
I jut out my chin and glare at her. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll go and find it myself.”
Kitty stops abruptly, a serious look in her eyes. “If I tell you, promise you won’t go anywhere near it?”
I nod.
“The Djamboe tree is the torture tree,” she says in a low voice. “It’s where soldiers take prisoners to be punished when they’re really angry. It wasn’t used so much before Captain Sonei arrived, hardly ever actually. But now he uses it all the time.”
“Oh,” I say softly, wishing I’d never asked.
“There you two are!” a voice calls. A group of people are standing in the scrubby garden, and Lou is beckoning us over. “Just in time for choir!”
I stop in my tracks. Violet and Toby are already there, standing right at the front. Toby sees me and waves, a huge grin on his face.
I hover on the road, not sure what to do. Obviously, I’m not going to join in, but if I go and hide in my cupboard, I’ll have to listen to them singing for hours on end, which will make me feel just as awful. I glance back in the direction we’ve just come from. Maybe I should go for a walk? No. That’d be asking for trouble. The soldiers look grumpy today.
Kitty links her arm through mine. “I love choir time. We haven’t had it in ages. Come on!”
I pull my arm out of hers, but she just grabs it again. “Oh, don’t be silly,” she laughs, pulling me along with her. “Singing is good for the soul.”
Maybe it’s because I’m tired, or because I’m sad. Or maybe it’s because I’ve used every ounce of energy hoping that Papa will come and rescue me, and I don’t have any left to argue with her. Next thing I know, she’s dragged me into the group, where Lou is humming a middle C.
All around me, the choir bursts into song. All things bright and beautiful . . .
Not the most original song choice, but it’s rousing and easy to sing, which is why it’s good for choirs.
All creatures great and small . . .
My mouth stays firmly shut. Violet, on the other hand, is open-mouthed and jolly. She raises her eyebrows at me as if to say, go on, sing! Toby has a little frown of concentration on his face, and next to me, Kitty belts out the hymn, flushed and happy. Lou conducts flamboyantly, swaying her head to the rhythm. Everyone is smiling, and it’s as if, just for this moment, they’ve forgotten that we are prisoners in a war.
All things wise and wonderful . . .
They sing the first verse and go straight into the second. I want to be happy too; I want to sing and smile and feel good. I want to forget where I am. Kitty is right; singing is good for the soul. It’s how I used to feel when I sang with Mama. Like I was flying and nothing in the world could bring me down.
I part my lips, take a breath. All I have to do is sing.
Black dots swarm across my vision. I clamp my lips and eyes shut. The voices around me grate on my ears.
I push my way out of the group and plonk down on a log under the skinny tree. I press the balls of my hands into my eyes to make the black dots go away and feel a stab of frustration. Why is it so hard? Why can’t I just sing? Above me, the little songbird hops around the floor of its cage. It’s getting stronger every day, but it still hasn’t made a sound, and it definitely hasn’t sung.
A silent girl and a silent songbird. I feel more wretched than ever.
Eventually, the singing ends, and everyone mills around chatting. I am still wallowing in my own misery when I hear a commotion on the street outside our house. Prisoners are hurrying toward the main gate! They have bags and baskets with them. Some pull their children along. Others run, jiggling their babies on their hips.
Are they escaping?
“Oh Lordy,” Lou says. “All this singing, I clean lost track of time.” She rushes down the path and into the street with the others.
Kitty comes over, beaming.
“What’s happening?” I ask.
“Market day!” She grins. “We get one day a month where we’re allowed to buy supplies from the street sellers who visit the camp. Come on!”
Kitty grabs my hand, and we hurtle down toward the gate with all the others, joining the throng of women who are jostling along. Kitty ducks and weaves expertly through the crowd, never once letting go of my hand. Sellers laden with baskets and small carts are coming through the main gate and setting up their goods on the ground inside the camp, under the watchful eyes of soldiers and guards. The sellers stretch from the gate past the hospital and take up the full breadth of Laan Trivelli.
Kitty and I walk between the stalls, and my mouth waters instantly. Food! Glorious, fresh, colorful food. Green mangoes, yellow melons, orange papaya, and pink dragon fruit. Bunches of spring onions tied together with string. Round purple cabbages the size of footballs. White garlic and bright red chilis. Other sellers hold up boxes of powdered toothpaste, glass bottles of shampoo, and chunky bars of soap. Blouses, skirts, and undergarments are hoisted in the air and pounced upon by the prisoners. The women bargain relentlessly, trying to get the lowest price, but the sellers keep their prices high, knowing desperation when they see it.
Instinctively, I pat my pockets where I usually keep some coins from my allowance. But they are empty. I have no money. Not a single gulden. I can’t buy anything. Maybe I should trade my silver spoons? But they’re from Mama and Papa’s wedding set, and Papa would be sad not to get them back.
Kitty lets go of my hand to look at some prickly pears, and I let other shoppers elbow past me. I allow myself to be carried along until eventually I’m jostled out to the edges of the crowd and find myself on the far side of the hospital, closest to the main gate. With a growing sense of misery, I realize that in a few hours I’ll be back here sweeping this exact patch of dusty street . . . on an empty stomach.
I peer around the side of the hospital and see the bamboo fence stretching away from the main gate. The perimeter of Tjideng. Stupid fence. I kick a stone at it. The stone skitters along and hits the bamboo matting with a dull tick. That’s when I notice a hole about halfway up. I glance around quickly to check who is watching me, but all the soldiers are busy with the market, so I wander over and peer through.
The hole is big enough to stick half a hand through, and if I stand on tiptoe, I am just tall enough to look through it. With my face pressed flat against the fence, I can get a good view of the street. It’s crowded with sellers waiting their turn to lay out their wares. My stomach grumbles thinking of all the delicious food I won’t get to eat, and I groan out loud with the disappointment of it all.
I am about to turn away when something catches my eye. Not something. Someone.
A brightly colored shawl.
A long black plait that writhes like a snake.
Eyes searching the crowd at the gate.
Ibu Lia.
“Ibu . . . ! Lia! Lia!” I scream, pounding on the matted bamboo, which makes no noise at all. I stick half my hand through the gap to try and wave, but then I can’t see her, so I pull it back and shout through the hole instead.
“Ibu Lia! Please! I’m here!”
She is clearly looking for someone among the prisoners, peering right and left. She must be looking for me! But she can’t hear me. Should I try to get back to the open gate? But there are so many people, she might be gone by the time I get there. And the soldiers will stop me anyway.
In desperation, I push my mouth as far through the gap as I can, the bamboo hard against my face, and scream, “EMMY!”
I look back through the gap. Ibu Lia has stopped walking.
I scream my name again, my throat burning.
She cocks her head in my direction, then turns slowly. Her eyes search the fence with more ferocity each time I call.
I waggle my hand through the gap, shouting her name over and over. When I peer through again, my voice cracks and my screams melt into sobs.
She has seen me.



CHAPTER 23
Emmy! Child! Emmy!” Ibu Lia finds the gap and grasps my fingers in hers. Her warm skin feels like pure love.
I am crying so hard, every time I try to speak I choke on my words.
“There, now. Hush, child. Ibu’s here. I’m here.”
She squeezes my hand, stroking it until my sobs have calmed. I slip my hand back and look at her through the gap. “Where’s Papa?”
She doesn’t have to say a word. The answer is in her sad eyes, her bowed head, her still hands.
Papa isn’t here.
“They came for him a week after you were taken.” Ibu Lia’s voice is heavy with sadness.
My world slows. Papa was taken?
“He never gave up trying to find you. He did not sleep. He would not eat. He telephoned everyone he could think of, trying to discover where you had been taken. He went out after curfew searching.”
“Do you know where they have taken him?” I ask.
Ibu Lia tilts her head back slightly. “I do not know, child. I am sorry. There are prisons like this one on many of the islands. Some are in the city, some in the jungle. He could have been taken to any of them.”
“He might be on a different island?” I sob. The reality of what Ibu Lia is saying hits me full force. My knees wobble, and I lean against the fence. My chest feels torn open, and I can’t breathe.
Papa isn’t coming to rescue me.
Bitter tears sting my eyes. “You knew about the Japanese prisons, didn’t you? You and Papa knew, and you never told me.”
Ibu Lia sighs. “I wanted to tell you, but your father wanted to protect you. We hoped this would not happen, that you would be safe.”
“Well, it did happen.” I wipe my nose on my arm. “How come you found me and Papa couldn’t?”
“It has not been easy,” she says, clicking her tongue. “We both asked many people for information, but they were afraid and did not want to talk. After your father was arrested, I carried on looking for you. I have more freedom to travel around than he did. Eventually, I heard about a prison for women in North Batavia. I prayed I would find you here. At least you are close to home.”
“What good is being close to home if Papa is in the jungle on a whole different island?” I peer through the hole. “Please, Ibu Lia, can I come home with you?”
There is a long pause, then she says softly, “I am not going home, child.”
“What? Why not?”
Lia lowers her eyes, shaking her head sadly. “It is time for pergi dulu . . . for going into the jungle.”
“Into the jungle?”
“The Japanese are worse than anyone imagined. They are cruel. They want to keep us down. We thought they would give our country back to us, but they only want to make their empire more powerful. And so, many of us are going to live in the jungle until the war is over. We will be safer there.”
“Take me with you.” I pull at the fence, wishing it would come crashing down. “I’ll make myself useful, and I won’t complain. I’ve even learned to cook . . . Please, Ibu Lia, please.”
Ibu Lia’s face is full of regret. “You know I cannot. You are a prisoner of war. The soldiers would kill us both if they caught us trying to escape.”
“It’s not fair!” I hit the bamboo fence with both my fists. It shudders impassively, and the barbed wire along the top rattles. “I don’t care if I die. Papa’s gone, and you’re going too. I have no one. No one!”
“Emmeline Abendanon, listen to me.” Ibu Lia has never used my full name before. My panic withers under this new power in her voice. “You will not die in this place. You will survive, and you will live a long and happy life. Your father expects it of you, and so do I.” Then her voice softens, and she is once again the Ibu Lia I love with all my heart. “Do you remember what your mama used to say? The sky is always darkest just before dawn. She was right. You must not lose hope.”
Mama did used to say that. How could I forget? She always knew how to make me feel better. But things are different now. Mama is gone, and it all feels impossible.
“But it’s only me, against . . . everything,” I sob. “I can’t do it. I don’t know how. I’m only twelve.”
Ibu Lia puts her hand through the gap, and I press my cheek against her fingers, straining on tiptoes to reach.
“It is spirit that matters, not age,” she says. “Your eyes have seen more of life in twelve years than most people do in a lifetime.”
“What do you mean?” I sniff.
“You have lived in many different places. You have said goodbye to many friends and made new ones here. You created a new life like a potter makes a beautiful vase from a lump of clay. Your tongue knows four languages. You have seen mountains and oceans, big cities and humble villages. You have known great loss and yet you still have love in your heart.” I hear her sniff and realize she is crying. “Do you know how my heart swells with love for you?”
I stare through the gap at her. I’d never thought about myself like that before.
“Three and a half.” I smile, wiping the tears from my chin.
“Hmm?”
“I can only speak three and a half languages. My Melayu’s a bit iffy.”
Ibu Lia laughs, throwing her head back, and I want to hug her so much it hurts. “That is not what Bakti says.”
The mention of his name snatches the smiles off our faces.
“Have you heard from him?” I ask. “I miss him.”
Ibu Lia’s face crumples. “There has been one more letter.”
I take a shaky breath. “What did he say?”
“Many things,” she says softly. “He has joined the Japanese army.”
The shock of it blows all the breath out of my lungs.
“Are you sure?” I say, my stomach twisting as her words sink in.
Ibu Lia nods.
“I’m sorry,” I say. I think about our fight under the rambutan tree, and all the things I did that made Bakti mad at me.
Ibu Lia’s smile is full of pain. “It is not your fault, child.”
I can’t bring myself to tell her it is.
The soldiers are telling the sellers to pack up. The market is beginning to dwindle. Some sellers are already making their way through the outer gate over the canal. We don’t have much time.
Ibu Lia glances over her shoulder, then says quickly, “How are they treating you? Are you eating?”
I shrug. Where do I even begin to start telling her about the cramped house, my tiny cupboard, the bowls of wormy rice, the lines of hungry prisoners, and the awful Captain Sonei? Not to mention the hours of bowing for tenko, my daily sweeping, or Toby turning ten soon.
“Violet’s here,” I say, trying to sound bright.
“Violet!” she says, eyebrows raised. “This really is a place of punishment.”
“She’s not that bad.” I laugh. “Actually, I think we might almost be friends.”
Ibu Lia clicks her tongue. “You see? Big heart.”
Nearly all the sellers have left now. The soldiers shoo away the last of the stragglers and close the main gate. Market day is over.
“Ibu Lia,” I beg again. “Please don’t leave me here.”
“I have no choice, child. I cannot be responsible for getting you killed. We must survive the war so we can be with the ones we love once again.”
A soldier has spotted me. He gestures at me, telling me to move.
I thrust my fingers through the gap as far as they will go and feel Ibu Lia kiss the inside of my hand. I would give anything to shrink to the size of a mouse so I could fit through the gap and be smuggled away in her pocket.
The soldier is heading straight for me now, shouting at me angrily.
“Ibu . . .” I wail.
“We will find each other after the war. I promise.”
The soldier grabs my arm, ripping my hand back through the fence and out of Ibu Lia’s grasp.
“No!” I scream. “Let me go! Ibu Lia!”
“Look for the dawn, Emmy. It will come. It will always come,” she calls as I am bundled away from the only person I have left in the world.



CHAPTER 24
Even though monsoon season should be over by now, it rains and rains. In the street, the water runs in muddy rivulets, and everyone abandons wearing shoes; even the soldiers and guards go barefoot.
I cry as many tears as raindrops fall. That’s what it feels like, anyway. Papa is a prisoner. Ibu Lia has fled into the jungle. No one is coming to rescue me.
And Bakti has joined the Japanese Army.
Too many sad things jostle for space inside my brain. I only leave my cupboard for tenko and to use the bathroom. Kitty covers for me at kitchen duty and brings me my bowls of wormy rice twice a day. I pick out all the weevils and worms and feed them to the songbird. It gobbles them up, hoping around its cage with its crooked wing. But it still hasn’t sung yet.
At night, I lie awake swatting away mosquitoes and thinking about Papa and Bakti.
I wonder if Papa is okay, or if he has to eat wormy rice like we do. I wonder if Bakti wears a Japanese uniform now, and if he has a gun. Does he shout orders and make people afraid? I wonder if he really thinks the Japanese Army are the good ones, and we are the enemy. His last words to me ring in my ears.
They are not coming to invade you. They are coming to liberate
me.
Free him from who? The Dutch? From me? That’s what he really wanted. To be free of me. And now he is. Any hope of getting my best friend back has slipped away like sand through my fingers.
Whenever she has a free moment, Kitty sits on the floor outside my cupboard door and reads Black Beauty to me. The book is torn and missing lots of pages, but she reads it anyway. Sometimes she just sits quietly with her hand on my ankle.
Every now and then, someone pops their head into my cupboard and says something annoying like, chin up! or now, now, there’s no sense in wallowing, is there?
They’re empty words that make them feel better but make me feel even worse.
Only Kitty doesn’t try to persuade me to look on the bright side or tell me to get up. Sometimes, Kitty and Lou whisper outside my door. How is she today? No change. The poor child is heartbroken. But did she really think her father was coming to rescue her?
  
The monsoon finally ends, and the heat comes. Some days are baking hot, like an oven; on others, the humidity makes the air so dense, it feels like we’re breathing water vapor instead of air. We sweat all the time. It doesn’t matter if we are indoors or outside, we never manage to dry off completely, and the tips of our fingers and toes are permanently wrinkled as if we’ve just had a very long bath.
Mold from the rainy season has bloomed on the ceiling, along the windowsills, in the creases of our mattresses, and on our clothes, its silvery gray spores spreading wildly in the moist heat. No amount of scrubbing gets rid of it.
One day, a week after the rain stopped and ten days since I saw Ibu Lia, Violet kicks my mattress. “So, are you coming or not?”
“What?” I murmur, turning over and squinting at her silhouette in my doorway.
She sighs dramatically, as if having to explain is spoiling her fun. “The secret mission? I need your help.”
“Leave me alone.” I roll back over and carry on staring at the photograph of Mama and Papa.
“Well, I’m afraid I simply can’t do that. You’re the only one who can help me.”
 “Seriously, Violet? Go ask someone else,” I say, without turning around.
“I can’t ask anyone else. They’re all afraid of wild animals.”
I bolt upright. “Wild animals?”
“Actually, animal. Just one. A big one. But it’s fine.” She waves her hand dismissively. “You go back to staring into space, or whatever.”
I know what she’s trying to do . . . and it’s working.
“Okay, fine, I’ll come. But if this is some sort of joke—”
Violet grins with glee. “Meet you outside!”
I hide my photograph carefully under the floorboard, making sure to pull my mattress over the finger hole, then go out to the scrubby garden. Toby is there, too, bouncing on his toes with excitement.
Wispy clouds curl in the blue sky. The air is bright and smells clean, like a freshly laundered sheet. The prickle of heat on my skin and the sunshine in my eyes make me feel a little better.
“Where are we going?” I ask as we set off down the street.
“You’ll see” is all Violet will say.
“I’m the one who found it,” Toby says, and Violet elbows him.
There are a lot of people out and about, draping their wet laundry over bushes or hanging it from low branches. Some are sweeping dried mud away from their doors while others boil water for tea at their outdoor kitchens, fanning the flames with their kipas. Barefoot children draw pictures in the dusty road with sticks.
“Since when do you care about secret missions, anyway?” I say to Violet. “You’re terrified of animals and practically allergic to adventure.”
Violet turns her nose up at me. “Since you decided to lie in your cupboard for ages, and I’ve been forced to find my own entertainment. I’ve been exploring.”
“You have not.” I grin.
“Fine. I haven’t, but Toby has.”
“I have,” Toby says, walking a little faster. “I’m good at exploring. I went to find Ma when she was chopping wood, and then I got lost. But it didn’t matter because that’s when I found the cage with the—”
“Lalalalalalala! Don’t give it away, Toby!” Violet shrieks.
Up ahead, a soldier and a Javanese guard are walking toward us. Violet grabs Toby’s hand, and we stop and bow. Sometimes the soldiers shout at us, and sometimes they ignore us. Trouble is, we never know which one it’ll be. This time, the soldier walks straight past. Only the guard looks briefly in our direction. I glance back at him out of the corner of my eye. Did he join the Japanese army for the same reason as Bakti, to fight for freedom? He doesn’t look very free, trundling after the soldier like that.
I push Bakti out of my mind as we rush on past the central kitchen, following the long road into a part of Tjideng I’ve never been to before.
“I had no idea the camp was so big,” I say. “We only ever stick to our part, don’t we?”
“Don’t get too excited,” Violet says. “You won’t find the Raffles Hotel or anything.”
All along the street are bungalows and wooden shacks with lean-to toilets and makeshift kitchens, just like our part of the camp. Washing hangs from windows, and cooking fires smolder. The bungalows also look similar to ours and are brimming with prisoners. Children run around, and stray dogs wander here and there, scratching their fleas.
Toby leads us on, far past the houses and toward an open field of brown grass and brambles that looks like a swampy dumping ground. Rusty barrels lie scattered here and there, alongside rotting car tires covered in green algae and an ancient red tractor with tufts of grass growing up through its broken seat.
“How much farther?” I ask. Being in this unfamiliar part of the camp is making me nervous.
Toby points to the far corner of the field. “There.”
At first, I can’t see what he is pointing at, but then I notice a large wooden box half-hidden in the grass.
As we get closer, Violet grasps my wrist. “You go first.”
Treading carefully and with Violet and Toby sticking close behind me, I approach the box. It has a wire mesh door on the front, and I realize it isn’t a box at all. It’s a cage. I bend down and peer through the wire mesh.
Inside is a long muscular body coiled tightly around itself.
“A snake!” I cry, jumping back in shock.
“Told you!” Toby is beaming from ear to ear.
“Seriously?” I glare at Violet. “You brought me here to look at a snake?”
Violet’s hand shoots up to her mouth. “Your mom! Sorry, I didn’t think.” She hits her forehead with the heel of her hand.
I stare at her closely, expecting sarcasm. But she seems genuine.
“It’s fine,” I sigh, taking another look. This time, I glimpse a diamond-shaped head and beautiful silvery-green circles rimmed with black. “Violet, that’s not just any snake . . . that’s a python.”
“Well, whatever type it is, Toby and I think we should set it free, don’t we, Toby?”
Toby nods, his eyes shining.
I stare at them. “You want to free a python? Here?”
“Well, obviously not exactly here. But I was thinking over there.” Violet points over my shoulder. “Look, the boundary fence isn’t too far, there’s a ditch, then the railway tracks, and then—”
“The jungle,” Toby says, his eyes glinting.
I look where she is pointing. Emerald trees reach right up to the edge of the train tracks. They shimmer with magic. Kitty had said the jungle was close, and I can smell it early in the morning when its sweetness lingers in the air, before the heat of the day burns it away. But I didn’t know it was this close. It feels strange to be standing in a sad wasteland of dusty streets, ramshackle houses, and tangled barbed wire, when the lush, colorful, alive beauty of the jungle clamors so close.
I turn back to the snake and crouch down in front of the cage. Bakti had a pet python once. It wasn’t fully grown but was already so long it took both of us to carry it. The problem was it kept on eating the neighborhood chickens and eventually Ibu Lia made him set it free in the jungle. This python looks about the same size as Bakti’s, but much more pitiful. The cage is far too small, and there is no water in sight.
“You and I are not so different, are we?” I say to the snake, keeping my voice low and steady, copying how Bakti spoke to his python. “Both so close to home but stuck in this awful place.”
I look at Violet and Toby. “Let’s get this snake home.”



CHAPTER 25
Yes!” Violet shrieks, jumping up and down, then clamps a hand over her mouth and looks around in case someone has heard her. “I knew you’d do it.”
Toby throws his arms around my waist. “I think we should call him Pythy.”
“Original.” Violet snorts.
“But how are we going to get it back to the jungle?” I ask, sizing up the box. “We can’t exactly take it out of its cage and carry it. It might not be friendly.”
“We could drag the cage to the fence,” Violet says. “And by we, I mean you.”
“Nice try,” I say, raising an eyebrow at her. “This was your idea, so you’d better pitch in.”
“I’ll help too!” Toby says.
Gingerly, I push the cage with my foot. “I think it’s sturdy enough to move, and we don’t have to drag it very far. But we’ll have to be quick in case someone sees us. Come on, you two grab that end.”
Toby takes one corner, and Violet hesitantly takes the other. She looks as if she could bolt at any moment.
“I wonder why there’s a python in a cage all the way out here,” she says. “It can’t be someone’s pet, can it? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Nothing here makes sense,” I say, gripping the opposite side of the cage.
“What if the soldiers want to eat it?” Toby’s eyes are huge. “That would be disgusting.”
“They’re not going to eat a python, Toby,” I say quickly. But the thought of it makes me shudder.
We wiggle the cage between us, testing its sturdiness and weight. It’s heavy, but Violet and Toby can just about lift their end a tiny bit off the ground and pull, while I push. With the first big jolt, the python begins to hiss.
Violet shrieks and drops her end.
“It’s just warning us,” I say. Bakti told me once that pythons don’t taste the air with their tongues like other snakes do, and their hiss is deep and guttural like a groan. That’s how they scare predators away. Not that a python has many natural predators.
At first, we make quick progress. We take it in turns to count. One, two, three, heave! Each time we pull-push the cage along a few inches. When we reach a clumpy patch in the grass, we wriggle the cage back and forth, inching it over the bump, then heave again. The python grumbles but lies still, as if it knows we are trying to help. But soon our backs are aching, and our faces are drenched in sweat. My arms and legs feel weak and flimsy, and my fingers are pinched white. I blow on them between pushes.
We keep going. Violet’s face is etched with determination. I’ve never seen her work so hard. Finally, we get to what looks like the final clump of grass, but as we wiggle and heave the cage over it, there is a loud crack.
“It broke!” Violet shrieks. “The cage broke!”
“Calm down, it didn’t break,” I say, trying not to get sucked into her hysteria, but ready to bolt all the same. There is a small, jagged hole at the back of the cage, right near my feet.
“Its tail flopped out!” Violet screams.
“It’s brilliant!” Toby reaches down to touch it, but Violet pulls him back.
“Pull!” I shout, and we yank the cage along frantically with no counting whatsoever, dragging the python’s patterned tail along the ground.
Miraculously, the cage holds. We reach the fence and fall into an exhausted heap. The python has pulled its tail back in, and I find a broken brick and wedge it against the hole.
“I can’t believe we just did that,” Violet says. Her face is bright red, and she’s panting. She plucks a strand of sweaty hair from her neck. “I must look a sight.”
“Really awful.” I grin.
We glance at each other and collapse into a fit of giggles.
The fence in this part of the camp is not bamboo but a mixture of chicken wire laced with spikey barbed wire. I tug at the chicken wire close to the ground. After a few pulls, it pops out. Taking care not to touch the barbed wire, I bend the chicken wire up, creating a hole big enough for the python to slither through.
“It has to cross that drainage trench and the train tracks to get back to the jungle,” Violet says, looking doubtful.
“Pythy will know what to do, you’ll see,” Toby says.
We push and pull and wiggle the cage so that its mesh door is lined up with the hole in the fence. It’s not perfect, but it’s as close as we can get it.
I wedge the brick against the jagged hole at the opposite end again, then stand back. “Ready?”
Violet takes two more steps back, pulling Toby with her. “You do it.”
I bend cautiously over the cage, leaning my knee on the top. “The rest is up to you now,” I whisper to the python. “Go home and be free.”
I pull the mesh door of the cage up and fly back to Violet and Toby.
We all stare at the cage, holding our breath.
Nothing happens.
Just as I’m about to inch closer to tap it with my foot, the python’s diamond head pokes out. It turns and climbs up the side of the box, slithering back toward us. Violet grabs my arm, and for one excruciating moment, I am sure the snake is heading straight back into Tjideng. But then it catches the scent of the jungle and turns back toward the fence.
“Go on,” I say between clenched teeth. “Go on.”
Violet is shaking my arm with the stress of it all, and Toby is practically jumping up and down.
Suddenly, the python shoots out of the cage, slips straight through the fence, and writhes toward the railway tracks. I never knew such a big snake could move so fast. It crosses the ditch easily, and we hold our breath as it crosses the tracks. Safely across, it glides into the dark undergrowth of the jungle. Violet shrieks and throws her arms around me and Toby, and we jump up and down, laughing.
“We did it.” I sigh, ruffling the top of Toby’s head.
“We actually did.” Violet beams.
“Pity we can’t follow Pythy,” Toby says. “Living in the jungle would be way better than here.”
Violet rolls her eyes and says, “Eww, no thanks, too many bugs,” and we all laugh.
The three of us walk arm in arm back through the field. When we reach the end near where the bungalows start, Toby breaks free and runs ahead. “I’m going to tell Ma about Pythy. I know the way. Bye!”
“Be careful!” Violet calls after him.
We walk along in silence, and I peer at the grubby bungalows. A naked baby sits in a murky puddle, splashing with little fists. His mom is nearby, fanning a smoky fire with a kipas. She is painfully thin, her face and arms are sunburned, and the hem of her dirty dress is ragged. Tjideng has changed everything.
“I can be as much fun as Bakti, you know,” Violet says, interrupting my thoughts.
“What?” I narrow my eyes at her. I should have known she wouldn’t be nice forever. But when she looks at me, there is not a trace of meanness in her face. Instead, she is blushing.
“I just mean you and Bakti were always running off on all your adventures, and I . . . well, would it have been so difficult to include me?”
If I had been drinking water, I would have sputtered it all over her. “You wanted to be included ? But you were so mean! Especially to Bakti.”
Violet’s bottom lip begins to tremble. “I know. I behaved hideously. I never really meant to, it just sort of happened. I think sometimes when I feel sad inside, it makes me feel better to be mean to people.”
It’s the most honest thing she’s ever said. “You must be sad a lot, then.”
She pulls at the hem of her blouse. “I know people only pretend to like me because of who my pa is. But everyone at school likes you, even though you aren’t important.”
She says likes as if people liking me is the strangest thing in the world, and I can’t work out if she’s just said a nice thing or insulted me.
“Well, maybe if you weren’t so awful to everyone at school, they’d care about you and not who your Pa is.” It sounds meaner out loud than it did in my head, and Violet makes a little oof sound.
“It’s not just that,” she sniffs. “You’re clever. You speak so many languages. Even Melayu.”
“Bakti taught me Melayu because I asked him to,” I say. “I don’t think it’s right that he has to know our language, but we don’t have to know his. I bet he would have taught you, too, if you’d been nicer to him.”
I half expect her to kick dirt at me and run away, but all she says is, “I suppose.”
“And besides,” I add, “I only speak French because of Mama, and English because I lived in England. It’s no big deal.”
Violet shrugs. “The point is, you and Bakti always did everything together. You hardly even noticed me . . . I never stood a chance.”
I stare at her, this new vulnerable Violet. There may be more to her than I realized, like when you pour water over a dull stone and are caught by surprise when it shimmers. “I had no idea you wanted to join in, Violet. I thought you hated us.”
“Oh well,” she sighs.
We walk along in silence, and I begin to think the conversation is over.
“So, what was Bakti up to before we were brought to Tjideng?” Violet says. “Was he there when the soldiers came for you? I bet he tried to stop them.”
I pause. “No. He wasn’t there.”
Violet must notice the bitter tone in my voice because she says, “What aren’t you telling me? Did something happen between you two?”
I turn away, stung by the directness of her question. I don’t know where to begin, or if I even want to talk about me and Bakti.
“You can tell me.” Violet touches my arm. “I promise I won’t be mean.”
It feels strange to be confiding in Violet. But . . .
“He—he said he didn’t want to be my friend anymore. That’s all.”
“Not possible,” Violet says, crossing her arms.
“He said we were never friends . . . that he only spent time with me because he was forced to, as part of his job.” A tear threatens to escape, and I wipe it away quickly.
“Are you serious?” Violet clenches her fists. “Why, that horrid, horrid boy. I knew there was something off about him!”
“You did not,” I sniff.
“Well, I do now! When I get my hands on him, I’ll . . . I’ll . . . argh!”
“We won’t see him again.” I can hardly believe what I’m saying, even though I know it’s true. “He joined the Japanese army. He says they’re freeing his country from the Dutch.”
“Oh, they are, are they?” Violet shouts. “It’s going to take more than the Japanese to get rid of us!”
We are back in the thick of the camp now, and two women glance at us uneasily. Talking so loudly in the street could have the guards on us in no time.
Violet mouths sorry, then lowers her voice. “Maybe he didn’t mean it.”
“That’s just it.” I sigh. “He meant every word.”
We walk up toward the central kitchen, kicking any stones we find. 
“Violet?”
“Hmm.”
“Do you ever think about our lives before the war?”
“Of course, all the time. I think of my house, our parties, all my dresses.” She sighs dramatically. “They’re probably moldering in my wardrobe by now. Oh, and the food! I miss being able to order anything I like from Cook.”
That wasn’t quite what I meant. “But do you ever think about why we lived how we did, and the Javanese didn’t?”
Violet stares at me blankly.
I try again. “Do you ever think it was strange that we could ride in first class on the tram and sit on soft leather seats, when people like Bakti and Ibu Lia could only go in third class on splintery wooden benches?” I steal a glance at her. “I mean, it doesn’t seem fair, does it? This is their country, after all.”
Violet looks at me as if I’ve just declared I’m running off to join the circus. “I’ve never thought about it. It’s just the way things are. It’s called the Dutch East Indies for a reason, you know. This country belongs to us. Just like the British Empire owns Singapore and Hong Kong and India and South Africa and Timbuktu! So why shouldn’t we make the rules? Honestly, Emmy, where is all this coming from?”
I frown. “But shouldn’t a country belong to the people who were there first? I don’t think it’s right for one country to control another one just because they can. I don’t know . . .”
The more I talk, the more I think about the story Bakti told me under the rambutan tree the day of our fight, about the ants and mosquitoes. It’s all starting to make sense.
“What if all this time, the original people of the Dutch East Indies have felt like prisoners in their own country . . . because of us?”
But Violet just scoffs, and I realize with a sinking feeling that I can’t talk to her about this. She doesn’t understand, just like Bakti said I don’t understand.
Except now I think I’m starting to. If only I could tell Bakti that I’m sorry, and that I was wrong. That he was right to be angry at the way things were, just like I’m angry at being locked up in Tjideng. If only I could make things right and we could be friends again. But I wouldn’t even know how to find him. And anyway, it’s too late for that now.
“Do you think we’ll ever get out of here?” I say glumly.
“I used to think so,” Violet says. “I thought my pa would fix it, like he fixes everything. But we don’t even know where he is.”
“Maybe he’s been captured and put in a men’s camp like Papa.”
“Don’t say that! If only we could turn into birds and fly away from here.”
“Or pythons.” I smile.
Violet stares at me as if it’s actually possible to turn into a python and slither away into the jungle. But the moment passes, and she curls her arm around mine. “Can you ever forgive me for being such a nightmare . . . you know, before?”
I bend my elbow, so our arms are linked. “I think maybe I can.”



CHAPTER 26
Violet has decided that freeing the python has made us best friends.
She hangs out in my cupboard all the time and so far hasn’t made me regret confiding in her about Bakti. At first it was a bit weird being actual friends with Violet. But I’m getting used to it, and I have to admit, it’s nice not feeling so alone anymore.
The soldiers haven’t noticed their python is gone. Or if they have, they don’t care. We were worried for a while, but they haven’t cut our rations, and it hasn’t been mentioned at tenko, so I think we’re in the clear. Toby even took Mrs. B to show her the empty cage next to the fence. From a distance, of course.
One hot night, something makes me stir. I open my eyes. Violet’s face is so close to mine our noses are almost touching.
“Get up,” she whispers.
I rub my eyes and look around. It’s dark, and the house is still. “It’s the middle of the night, Violet.”
“Exactly. So get up.”
Bleary-eyed, I follow her, trying not to trip over the sleeping lumps on the floor, some of which are snoring loudly.
Outside, the night is close and still, and there is no moon.
Mrs. B is waiting in the scrubby kitchen. I only know it’s her because Violet says, “I’ve got her, Ma. Let’s go.”
A little hand slips into mine. Toby looks up at me, the whites of his eyes glinting.
“Go where?” I ask. “What’s going on?”
“We’re escaping. That’s what’s going on.” Violet’s voice is breathless in the dark.
I glance around, half expecting a soldier to discover us. The night is so dark he could be standing right next to me and I wouldn’t know it. “Escape? Now? But we can’t. We . . . we need a plan, don’t we?”
“The plan is, I’m not going to let them take Toby,” Mrs. B says in a strange, strangled way.
Of course. Toby’s tenth birthday is in a few days.
“I know you’ve thought about escaping,” Violet says. “So, now’s your chance.”
I blink at her. “I mean, I’ve thought about it, we all have, but thinking and doing are two very different things.”
Violet grips my arm. “Would you rather stay here eating wormy rice and starving to death?”
I think about Papa in a prison camp, about Ibu Lia living in the jungle, about Bakti and all the things I want to say to him. I think about our house, and Mama’s grave covered in white blossoms. I know deep down, I’ll do anything for things to go back to how they were.
I grip Violet’s arm back. “All right, but I need to get something first.”
I dash back to my cupboard as quickly and quietly as I can. Inside, I push my mattress aside, lift up the floorboard, and grab the silver spoons and the photo of me, Mama, and Papa.
Violet, Toby, and Mrs. B are halfway down the path to the street when I reach them. We stop at the bottom, huddled together.
“What about the soldiers?” I whisper. “We can’t just walk out through the gate.”
“There won’t be any soldiers,” Violet whispers back, her voice frayed with nerves.
“We’re going to follow Pythy,” Toby says, a little too loudly.
My breath catches. “Follow the python?”
“It was your idea,” Violet says. “Turn into a python . . . remember? We’re going to make a hole in the fence and slide through, then escape through the jungle. Just like the snake.”
The jungle! Maybe I’ll find Ibu Lia and she can help me find Papa. Hope surges through me, tingling all the way down to my knees.
We stick together. Left onto Laan Trivelli, then up the street toward the central kitchen. I hardly dare to look at the other bungalows in case someone spots us. We make it to the tree where we sheltered from the rain after our first morning of kitchen duty and pause to catch our breath.
“Have you been planning this the whole time?” I bump Violet with my elbow. “You never said anything.” The thought of Violet keeping something so important from me stings a little.
“I had no idea,” Violet hisses. “Toby told Ma about the python, and that’s the last I heard about it. Ma only told me about escaping a few minutes before I woke you up, I swear.”
“It’s true, she didn’t know,” Mrs. B confesses, a little out of breath. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while, but couldn’t risk telling anyone, or half the camp would have tried it.”
I stare at Mrs. B. I’m used to her planning garden parties and glittering balls at the town hall. But an escape through the jungle? I didn’t think she had it in her.
We scan the streets to make sure the coast is clear, then set off again, turning left at the central kitchen and down the long road past where we saw the baby in the puddle.
Mrs. B slows down, clutching on to Violet so she doesn’t fall in the dark. Toby and I are a little way ahead. My eyes have adjusted to the night, at least well enough to make out the shapes around me. Once or twice, we hear a noise and freeze, or crouch down in the darkness. I’m glad there is no moon tonight, even if it means we have to be extra careful not to bump into a soldier on patrol. If we can’t see them, they can’t see us.
Eventually, we reach the rusty tractor and crouch down behind it. I glance at Mrs. B, expecting her to tell us what to do next. But she’s leaning against the tractor wheel, puffing hard.
“Do we have to go into the jungle?” Violet whines. “I hate bugs. Can’t we just follow the train tracks?”
I knew she’d chicken out.
I wait for Mrs. B to tell Violet to stop being silly, but she pulls Toby toward her and says in a wobbly whisper, “It is a lot darker than I realized. Maybe following the tracks is a better idea.” She pauses. “What do you think, Emmy?”
Why is she asking me? Surely she knows following the tracks would be a disaster?
Worry needles my stomach. “I . . . think the tracks are too risky. We’d get caught in no time.”
Mrs. B takes a deep breath and blows it out. “Yes. Yes, I suppose you’re right.”
Violet huffs in the dark. “Fine.”
Something in the air has shifted, as if the determination that got us this far has fizzled out. Mrs. B looks at me expectantly, and I realize with a sinking feeling that she doesn’t have this figured out at all. Maybe we should go back, forget the whole thing? But what about Toby? We’re doing this for him, so he doesn’t get taken away. And I have to find Papa.
I think about when Bakti and I played cops and robbers at night in the garden at home. It was our most thrilling game. We’d have a cassava in one hand and a spud gun in the other, and the first one to make it to the rambutan tree without getting pelted was the winner.
This is the same. Make it to the fence without getting caught.
Except this isn’t a game. We’re actually running for our lives, and the soldiers have real guns.
I take a deep breath, then say in a low voice, “Keep a lookout for soldiers. We’ll go on my signal.”
Mrs. B squeezes my arm gratefully. I pull it away and peer around the tractor’s wheel, straining to see in the dark. Weeds scratch my bare knees, and fear gnaws at my insides. The coast is clear.
“Ready? Go!”
We move, keeping low, picking our way across the field toward the barbed wire fence. Brambles snatch at my legs and catch on my dress, but I keep going. Halfway there, I realize I haven’t said goodbye to Kitty or Lou and feel a wave of regret. Maybe we should have brought them with us instead of vanishing without a trace. The thought of them wondering what happened to us stings much more than the sharp brambles.
I reach the fence first, the barbed wire snagging my outstretched hands. Toby is right behind me, Violet and Mrs. B a few paces behind.
“Can you find the place where you released the python?” Mrs. B says in a low voice.
“I don’t know,” I whisper back. It’s hard to recognize anything in the dark.
I feel my way along the fence, tracing the barbed wire with my fingertips. The wire feels tight, no slack or loose places. I crouch down and feel along the bottom where the chicken wire is dug into the ground, hoping to find the spot where we’d made the hole. But the fence is intact.
“I can’t find the hole,” I whisper. “Spread out and check if any of the barbed wire is slack or if the chicken wire feels loose.”
Looping my fingers through the mesh, I tug hard. The chicken wire doesn’t budge. I creep along a bit farther and try again. Nothing. The soldiers must have fixed the fence after they discovered their python was gone. I can hear the others tugging at the fence too. I am starting to sweat; my fingers fumble in the dark. If we can’t make a hole, we can’t escape, and the longer we take, the more likely we are to be caught.
I move along a bit more and tug with all my might. The chicken wire crackles out of the ground, and I almost fall backward.
“I’ve done it! Here!” I whisper-shout into the darkness. The others come rustling toward me.
I bend the wire up to make the hole bigger, but it’s impossible to see properly in the dark.
“Hurry,” Violet says.
Toby is next to me. I push him toward the hole. He scrabbles through.
“I’m out, I’m out!” he squeaks.
I lie flat on the ground and wriggle through the hole. A wire catches my arm, but I pull myself free.
I’m through!
“Come on, hurry!” I call, grabbing Toby and inching toward the tracks. My whole body is buzzing with energy. I’m free.
“Emmy. Emmy!” Violet’s voice is panicked. “Ma is stuck!”
I freeze. I can hear Mrs. B puffing and yelping. Not too far off, a dog barks. Then, to my horror, a glowing light appears away to my left, and a voice shouts at the dog to keep quiet. In Japanese.
A soldier!
I rush back to the fence, dragging Toby with me. “Violet, we need to go now!”
“My hair is caught!” Mrs. B wails. She is on her hands and knees, her head tilted backward.
The dog barks again, louder this time, like he’s caught our scent. The floating light bobs around. It’s definitely a lantern, but I can’t tell if it’s coming this way, or which side of the fence it’s on.
Violet grips the barbed wire in both hands, frantically pulling it up, trying to make the hole bigger. “Come on. Come on.”
But the harder she pulls, the more Mrs. B shrieks in pain.
The hole isn’t big enough.
I look in the direction of the lantern. It’s definitely getting bigger.
“A soldier’s coming!” I whisper frantically.
“I know!” Violet cries, tugging harder. Mrs. B finally comes loose and shuffles backward clutching her head.
Toby and I are on one side of the fence, and Violet and Mrs. B are on the other.
“It’s no use,” Violet sobs.
I glance over my shoulder. I can’t see the jungle, but I can feel it there, a shimmering curtain beckoning me to slip behind it and disappear.
The light from the lantern is bouncing now. The soldier must be running, and my stomach plummets when I realize he is on my side of the fence!
“Take Toby and run!” Mrs. B wails. “Save yourselves!”
“Mama!” Toby sobs. “No!”
Footsteps! Running down the middle of the tracks. Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. The bobbing pinprick of the lantern grows into a pool of light, and the dim shape of a soldier emerges from the dark.
“Go!” Mrs. B shouts.
“Tomare! ” The soldier orders us to stop.
I can smell the jungle. It’s right there. But it’s too late. We’ll never make it. I have no choice.
I shove Toby back through the hole and slither after him, back into Tjideng.
“Run!” I shout. “Run!”



CHAPTER 27
They didn’t catch us. I don’t know how we made it back to our bungalow, but we did.
We never talk about that night; it’s too risky. The soldier who almost caught us reported it to Captain Sonei, and the whole camp was put on half rations as punishment. We also had extra-long tenko for a week, in the hot sun with no water. Two women were taken to the hospital with heat stroke. If anyone finds out it was us, there’ll be hell to pay. But I know the truth. I was free. For a few precious moments, I was free.
The soldiers made the chicken-wire fence even higher and added lots more barbed wire along the top. And guards patrol the tracks, even at night. It’ll take a miracle for us to escape now, and that’s the part that’s hard to think about. It feels like I’ll never be free again.
  
Toby’s tenth birthday dawns with eerie silence. There is no early morning excitement. No presents. No hugs. We don’t even say the words happy birthday. Mrs. B has sworn us to silence. She hopes that if no one knows Toby is ten, the soldiers won’t take him away. Only she, Toby, Violet, Kitty, and I are in on the secret. Not even Lou knows.
I’m wide awake before the tenko bell as usual. It’s hard to sleep when your stomach is so empty it feels like it’s eating itself. I emerge from my cupboard and look over at Violet’s corner of the room. Toby is lying with Mrs. B, her arms wrapped around him tightly. Violet is on her mattress on the floor. All three of them are awake, just lying there, watching the day come. I wiggle my fingers at Toby, and he smiles.
I head straight out the front door, as I do every morning, to watch the sunrise, my favorite time of day. Wisps of pink streak the sky. A golden orb peeks through the palm trees and sloping roofs, turning the world a pinky orange. The sun and the sky singing a duet is how Mama used to describe dawn in Batavia. The soft, sweet perfume of the jungle hangs in the air, and a dog barks in the distance. Before everyone is awake, jostling for the bathroom, water bucket, or kitchen; before the soldiers and guards start yelling; before bowing or sweeping or cooking—there is silence. If I concentrate very hard, sometimes but not always, it feels as if Mama and Papa are right there next to me.
I walk over to the drinking trough. There is just enough water at the bottom for a drink, so I flick the mosquitoes away and slurp a handful. Then, I check on the songbird. It’s hopping around the bottom of its cage, expecting breakfast. Its wing is probably fully healed by now, even though it still hangs at an odd angle.
Something underneath the rickety kitchen countertop catches my eye. I have to blink to make sure I’m not imagining it.
A chicken.
A real-life, if somewhat scrawny, white-feathered chicken. It looks at me and cocks its head left and right, its red comb waggling.
I don’t move a muscle. It must have escaped from the soldier’s barracks. I know they have chickens because I hear the rooster crowing sometimes. All I can think about is roast chicken and chicken soup and crispy chicken skin dripping in fat. My tummy rumbles in agreement.
I have to catch this chicken.
I glance around, wondering if anyone else has seen it, but I am the only one outside. Kitty’s house next door is quiet, and there are no soldiers or guards on the street yet. Casually, without any sudden movements, I inch closer to the chicken. It watches me, head twitching constantly, until I am less than three paces away.
Then . . . I lunge. But the chicken is not about to give up its freedom so easily. It clatters away in a frenzy of flapping wings and scrambling feet.
Pukpukpaaaaaaaak!
“No!” I punch my leg in disappointment.
Then I notice something that makes it all better. Under the counter, where the chicken had been, is a perfectly formed, white-shelled egg. I grab it and shove it into my pocket. It’s still warm. I glance around furtively, convinced someone will rush over and snatch it off me.
But no one comes. No one has even seen.
I race back to my cupboard, push my mattress out of the way, and stash the egg in my hiding place under the floor. Rocking back on my heels, I can’t quite believe what’s just happened.
People are stirring now. It’ll be time for tenko soon. Across the room, Mrs. B is talking to Lou. I peek around my doorway to listen.
“The boy is ill,” Mrs. B says in halting English. “He can’t go to tenko.”
Lou lays the back of her hand on Toby’s forehead, then moves it down to his cheek. “What’s the matter, honey?”
Toby shrugs.
“He’s not running a fever,” Lou says. “I can’t let him off. You know the rules.”
“Can you make an exception, just this once?” Mrs. B pleads. “He had a bad night. He’s very tired.”
With a sinking feeling, I realize what Mrs. B is doing. She’s trying to hide Toby so the soldiers won’t take him away. She should just tell Lou the truth. Maybe she’d understand.
But Mrs. B does not explain, and Lou will not be swayed. “If I break the rules for you, I’ll have to break them for everyone, and that’ll land us in a whole heap of trouble. Now, up you get, young man.” Lou hurries off, leaving a crestfallen Mrs. B staring after her.
When the bell rattles a short while later, Mrs. B is already tearful. She shields Toby behind her as they make their way down to the street, and I hear Violet say, “Please, Ma, act normal. You’re making it worse.”
The thing about Japanese soldiers is that they are unpredictable. Sometimes, when you think something is going to be a disaster, nothing bad happens at all. And other times, when you’re expecting just another normal day, the worst things end up happening.
But today, the day we’ve been dreading for weeks, passes calmly. The guards and soldiers pay us no attention whatsoever, and tenko is unusually short.
Afterward, when we arrive at cooking duty—another thing Lou refuses to excuse Toby from—we find Kitty waiting for us with a huge grin on her face. She ruffles Toby’s hair, then whispers in his ear so no one else hears, “Happy birthday.”
Toby turns bright red, which makes me and Violet giggle.
Kitty reaches into her pocket, pulls out something wrapped in a piece of tattered paper, and hands it to Toby with a wink. He unwraps it carefully.
It’s a hard candy.
“How did you . . . where did you . . . ?” Toby’s eyes are shining.
“I have my ways.” Kitty grins.
We all stare at the little round sweet, dumbstruck as if it’s a ball of solid gold. It’s white with delicious swirls of red and green. I imagine it tasting of peppermint, and my mouth begins to water.
Toby pops it into his mouth, and it clatters against his teeth as he sucks it. He closes his eyes and sighs, then pulls the sweet out of his mouth with a pop and holds it out to us. “Want a lick?”
“Ugh,” says Violet. “Don’t be disgusting.”
“No thanks,” I say, although secretly I really want to.
When we get back to the house, I go to my cupboard and slip the egg into my pocket.
“Tea, anyone?” I ask. It’s not real tea, of course. No one has any teabags left. Tjideng tea is more like boiled water with whatever we can scrounge up thrown in for good measure. Sometimes it’s tree bark, other times green leaves plucked from the trees that grow around the camp. It doesn’t always taste good, but the warm water is soothing to drink, and it fills our empty tummies.
Kitty reads The Wind in the Willows to Toby and Violet, while I fan the cooking fire until a thin flame flickers. I throw some leaves into the rusty pot, and when no one is looking, pop the egg in too.
“Come on!” Violet calls impatiently. “How long does it take to boil water?”
Ignoring her, I leave the water to boil for a few more minutes, then scoop the egg out with a spoon and spin it on the kitchen counter. It whirls around fast. It’s cooked! I shove it into my pocket, hoping it doesn’t burn my leg, and pour the hot water equally between two cups and one tin.
“Aren’t you having any?” Kitty asks when I take the cups over.
“It’s all right,” I say. “I’ve got something even better.”
“Ooh, what?” Toby coos.
“Promise you’ll be calm when I show you?” I look specifically at Violet.
They gather around so we are in a tight circle. I pull the egg out of my pocket and hold it in the palm of my hand. There is a stunned silence, and all three of them look at me as though I’d magicked it up on the spot, right then and there.
“What on earth . . . ?” Kitty whispers.
Violet squeals, just as Lou walks up the path.
“What are you lot up to?” Lou says, eyeing us suspiciously.
“Nothing!” we giggle and rush inside.
We all crowd into my cupboard, crouching together so we are hidden behind the wall.
“Can I hold it?” Toby asks, and I hand it to him with grand solemnity.
He cups the egg in both his hands and smells it, then whispers, “Boiled or raw?”
“Boiled,” I say, and everyone gasps.
The egg is passed around from hand to hand. Kitty strokes it as if it’s a tiny kitten, and Violet holds it against her cheek.
Eventually, I take it back and hold it out to Toby. “Happy birthday.”
“For me?” His voice trembles. “Only if we all share it.” He takes the egg and knocks it against the wall. The shell cracks and crunches.
It’s the most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard.
He peels the shell off with the concentration of a monk lighting incense at the temple, and soon reveals the bald, shiny, perfectly white egg. He sniffs it one more time, then takes a hesitant bite. He chews once, twice, and then falls back with a satisfied groan.
I’m next. I sink my teeth into the egg’s white. It feels bouncy and firm. I’ve caught a bit of the yolk too. It’s spongy and flaky and melts on my tongue. The taste spreads through my mouth, making my taste buds tingle. I chew slowly until the very last moment, then swallow. The joy of real food floods my whole body.
Then it’s Violet’s and Kitty’s turns. Violet sighs with delight, and Kitty nibbles the edge before passing it back to Toby.
We are in eggy heaven, lost in the deliciousness of it all.
“How on earth did you get an egg?” Violet asks as Toby goes in for his second bite.
“I met a generous chicken who knew it was someone’s birthday today,” I say, winking at Toby. I know it’s ridiculous, but maybe the egg can make up, just a little bit, for not saving him the night we tried to escape.
When every last morsel is gone, and we’ve all licked our fingers over and over, we flop back in contented silence.
“This was the best birthday ever,” Toby sighs.
I think about Violet’s birthday party before the war. The peacock on the hunt for cake, the grand piano in the middle of the lawn, the towering plates of melting food. Our lives were so different then.
Violet puts her arm around her little brother and starts to sing, very softly so no one outside my cupboard can hear. Happy birthday to you. Kitty joins in. I want to sing for Toby. I want to with all my heart. But I can’t.



CHAPTER 28
We live in limbo for weeks hoping Toby won’t be taken, hoping that somehow he’s slipped through the net.
But deep down we know he can’t hide forever.
Mrs. B has stopped sleeping. She sits up all night guarding Toby. Dark circles bloom under her eyes, and she jumps at the slightest sound.
Violet has become strangely quiet. It’s as if fear has sucked all of her opinions out of her and silenced her quick tongue. She puts on a brave face in front of Toby, but I see the worry in her eyes when she looks at her ma, who is withering away by the day.
Kitty and I do what we can to help. We hide Toby behind Big Bertha, the cooking pot, during kitchen duty in case the soldiers come, and we spend most of our free time inside the house playing cards or reading, even though Lou says we’re mad to sit indoors in this heat and we all end up drenched in sweat. I feel queasy and filled with dread all the time.
Toby is the bravest of all of us. He cracks jokes and bounces along as though he’s on the biggest adventure. I know he’s doing it to make us all feel better, which just makes him even more special.
But we know he’s on borrowed time.
  
The soldiers arrive while Mrs. B is out collecting wood. Violet and Toby are on her mattress, reading out loud from The Wind in the Willows. I’m sitting on Mrs. B’s bed listening, stretching out the minutes before I have to go to sweeping duty.
Kitty’s on the lookout by the door and sees them first, walking up from the street. She whistles the signal, and I touch Violet on the knee.
Violet stands up slowly. The book slides from her lap and lands on the floor with a thump. Her eyes are fixed on the front door, and she has turned deathly pale. She pulls Toby up and shoves him behind her. The soldiers crunch ominously up the garden path.
Lou intercepts them on the doorstep. She bows and, even though she knows they won’t understand her, says politely, “Good afternoon, gentlemen.”
The three soldiers push past her and barrel into the house. They look around the room, where we are all standing in frozen silence. One of the soldiers notices The Wind in the Willows lying open on the floor, and sneering, steps on it, twisting his foot as if crushing a huntsman spider. The book’s spine crunches. Everyone else leaves or looks away.
The lead soldier points his finger at Toby, who is peeking out from behind Violet, and beckons. “Kōchi kitē.” Come here.
Violet shoves Toby farther behind her and stares at the soldier with daggers in her eyes. He takes a step toward them, and they shuffle backward. The soldier stops, his face tense with anger.
He lunges for Toby, and all hell breaks loose.
Violet knocks the soldier’s arm away roughly, then, with a mighty roar, pushes him with both hands, hard. The soldier careens backward, almost losing his footing, and crashes into the second soldier. They both turn viciously on Violet. One tries to grab her; the other goes for Toby, who has begun to wail.
“No!” I shout, rushing to help them. The third soldier wrenches me back by my collar, gouging my neck with his fingernails. No matter how much I twist, I can’t break free of his grip.
“I’ll go find your mom!” Kitty shouts, and bolts out of the house.
Lou is trying her best to defuse the situation. “Please, everyone just calm down . . . They’re only children, please, not so rough . . . Violet, stop hitting back!”
Violet fights gallantly. Like an animal protecting its young, her face etched with fear and rage, she hits and scratches and spits at the soldiers, all the while shielding Toby behind her. She even manages to scratch a soldier on the cheek. But soon she and Toby are backed into a corner between unmade beds and bags on the floor, and I can tell she is beginning to tire. She lashes out again, but this time is just too slow, and the soldier grabs her arm, wrenching it behind her back. He pulls her aside, and the other one grabs Toby, who is crying so hard, he doesn’t resist.
They march all three of us out of the house, one behind the other. Ahead of me, Violet screams and kicks as the soldier drags her along. My soldier still has me by the collar. I dig my heels in and pull backward, trying to shake myself free like a fox in a snare. But he just sniggers and grips me tighter. Only Toby goes along quietly.
Down on the street, they let go of us, and we huddle together with nowhere to run. The soldiers seem to be debating what to do with us. People stop and stare, but keep their distance, shooing their children back inside out of sight.
A hand wriggles into mine and squeezes tight.
“We can’t win.” Toby sniffs through his tears. He takes a deep breath. “I’m going to go with them. It’ll be all right.”
Violet is still breathing heavily. “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” she says through gritted teeth.
I glance at the main gate behind us. It’s not that far away, less than a hundred meters. But there are guards and soldiers everywhere. One false move, and they’ll shoot us.
I glance over at Violet, who is staring at me, obviously thinking the same thing. She raises an eyebrow as if to say could we make it? I shake my head. It’s hopeless. We’re trapped.
Violet finally admits defeat. Her whole body sags; the fighting spirit that raged so deep inside her finally sputters out. She clings to Toby as if she is the one who needs rescuing.
Just then, a guttural wail fills the air. All three of us look up as Mrs. B hurtles around the corner at the top of the street. Her arms are flapping, her stocky legs carrying her as fast as they possibly can. Kitty sprints behind her, catching up just as they reach us. She grabs Mrs. B’s arm, pulling her back, using her whole body to stop Mrs. B from crashing through the soldiers to reach her children.
Lou, who has followed us out to the street, rushes to help Kitty keep Mrs. B away from the soldiers. “You’ll be no good to anyone if you’re dead.” Lou plants her hands on Mrs. B’s shoulders and stands in front of her, blocking her way.
Mrs. B, spit flying from her lips in rage and anguish, struggles against Lou and Kitty, reaching for Toby and Violet.
All this commotion spurs the soldiers into action. They grab us again, pulling Violet and me away from Toby, which makes Mrs. B wail even more.
The soldier, holding Toby’s arm, moves off toward the gate.
“Wait!” Lou calls. “Where are you taking him? Onegaishimasu. Please.”
The Japanese word makes the soldier hesitate. He turns around slowly and glares at her. She points at Toby, then holds her hands palm up and says, “Where?”
I am sure he won’t answer, but the soldier nods toward a building close to the gate and says “transit house” in rehearsed English.
Mrs. B hangs limp against Lou, and when the two other soldiers push Violet and me forward, all she does is whimper.
The soldier who crushed Toby’s book snarls, “Aruite.” Move. He points down Laan Trivelli, his lips curled into a smile. “Sonei.”
Terror constricts my throat. I look back at Kitty frantically, but there is nothing she can do for us. Mrs. B falls into a crumpled heap on the ground, watching helplessly as Violet and I are marched off in one direction, Toby in the other.



CHAPTER 29
Captain Sonei is summoned, and we are led to the Djamboe tree—the torture tree.
Kitty’s words echo in my head. Where prisoners are punished when he’s really angry.
I feel sick; my stomach is churning as if a suffocating fish is thrashing around inside. Violet and I huddle together beneath the tree’s gnarled and knobby branches, which reach out as if to grab us. At our feet, thick roots break through the ground, then dive back into the earth like sea serpents. The canopy above is so dense it disappears into darkness, and I half expect some terrible creature to swoop down on us, eyes blazing.
My mind races. Have I really done anything wrong, other than shouting “no” when the soldiers went for Violet and Toby? Surely, I won’t be punished for that? Violet on the other hand . . .
“Listen to me,” I whisper to her. “You need to stay calm around Sonei. He’ll be looking for any excuse to punish us.”
Violet sniffs. Or maybe it’s a snort. I can’t tell.
“Violet, did you hear me?” I try to catch her arm, but she pulls away. “Violet.”
“Yes, I heard you,” she snaps.
Eventually, Captain Sonei comes striding over. He looks angrier than usual and speaks gruffly with the soldiers. The one Violet scratched still has blood on his cheek.
The captain raises his hand, and the soldiers step back and bow. Then he turns to us. He looks us up and down, savoring his power.
“Do you know what happens to prisoners who do not do as they are told?” he says in Melayu, a menacing snarl on his lips.
I squeeze my eyes shut, but Violet doesn’t understand him, and she snorts. It’s definitely a snort this time.
“You think you’re so strong, picking on children,” she says flatly. She speaks in Dutch, which enrages Captain Sonei.
“WHAT DID SHE SAY?” he bellows in Melayu.
The soldier shrugs.
I want to stay quiet, to get through whatever’s going to happen to us in one piece. But if I don’t speak up, who knows how angry Captain Sonei is going to get.
“She said we are just children,” I say in Melayu, hoping it is enough to calm him down.
Captain Sonei is in front of me in a flash.
“You speak Melayu well for a rat,” he snarls. Then he pauses. “You look familiar. Have I seen you before?”
I clench my teeth, willing it all to be over.
“Ah!” he exclaims, making me flinch. “Emperor Hirohito! Prisoner eighty-three! You are the girl who sweeps! See, Sonei never forgets. What is your name, eighty-three?” He seems very pleased with himself for remembering my number.
I don’t want to tell him my name, but I don’t have a choice. “Emmeline Abendanon,” I say quietly.
Captain Sonei recoils as if I’d spat at him. His lips twitch, and a strange recognition flashes in his eyes.
When he speaks again, his tone is venomous. “You and your friends, eh? Did I not tell you last time, Emmeline Abendanon, that having friends will get you killed?”
He snaps his fingers, and the soldier pushes Violet forward. She scowls at them both.
Captain Sonei points at me. “You will translate. Ask your friend if she thinks it acceptable to attack my soldiers?”
I hesitate.
“Do it,” he says.
I repeat his question in Dutch.
Violet stares straight at him, her nostrils flaring. “Do you think it is acceptable for your soldiers to kidnap my brother?”
A wave of nausea washes over me. What is she doing?
“Well?” Captain Sonei says.
“She—says she was only protecting her brother,” I mumble.
Before I can stop her, Violet screams at the top of her lungs, “WHERE IS MY BROTHER?” She is seething with rage again.
A sickening grin spreads across Captain Sonei’s face. He says something very calmly in Japanese.
The soldier grabs Violet’s arm, wrenching her onto her knees. “Ouch! Let me go, you ruffians!” she shrieks.
Captain Sonei unsheathes a knife from his belt and moves toward her. The soldier has her arms pinned behind her back, and she strains to break free. When she sees the knife, she stops struggling and turns deathly pale.
I wish I could stop him. I wish I had the superhuman strength to flick the soldier away, grab my friend’s hand, and make a run for it. But all I can do is tremble with fear, clenching my fists against how helpless I feel.
“Please don’t hurt her,” I whisper.
Captain Sonei gathers a bunch of Violet’s long blond hair—and cuts.
  
I stay with Violet until she is ready to move. Then I help her up, and she sways on trembling legs. We walk slowly, clinging to each other.
Above us, the sky is an iridescent navy blue, pricked with stars that wink in the twilight. Crickets chirp, and the mosquitoes whine on their hunt for blood.
Kitty spots us first as we stumble up the path from the street. She runs toward us, then stops dead in her tracks when she sees Violet up close. Lou is right behind her, her hand clamped over her mouth. 
“My God, what have they done to you?” she gasps.
Violet’s long, thick blond hair is gone, shaved down to the skin. Congealed blood streaks her bare scalp where the knife cut into her.
None of us sleep a wink. Mrs. B wails for most of the night, waking up the children, who grumble and cry and are shushed and patted back to sleep by their mothers.
Tucked away in my cupboard, I lie with my head toward the door, looking out. I don’t want to be alone in the dark, not after today. Light from the full moon streams in through the windows, casting a silvery glow all around. It can even make this ugly place look beautiful.
Bakti was good at that: focusing on the good even when things were bad. Before the war, whenever I grumbled about the rain, he’d say, “At least the frogs and flowers are happy.” Or when I didn’t feel like doing my homework, he’d say, “Be grateful you get to go to school.”
But sometimes something happens that is so awful, there is no good side, no matter how hard you look.
I glance around the moonlit room. Every inch of the floor is taken up by beds, mattresses, bags, arms, legs, and sleeping bodies, all crammed in tighter than sardines. Tjideng has taken the life I knew and scattered it to the wind. Everything is different: like sleeping in a cupboard, being hungry all the time, and not bathing for weeks. Or having your head shaved.
Things that were normal before the war feel so strange now, and I realize how much I took for granted. Like food. Or soap. Or having more space than a tiny cupboard to sleep in. Or freedom.
I squeeze my eyes shut against a wave of regret. I should have noticed how unfair everything was before the war: how I had so much and Bakti had so little; how I had a big house and Bakti and Ibu Lia lived in a hut in the garden; how Ibu Lia cooked food for me and Papa but never ate any of it herself; how I went to school and Bakti didn’t, even though he’s so clever. Why did I never notice?
“I wonder where you are,” I whisper in the dark, trying not to picture him in a Japanese army uniform.
Propping myself up on my elbow, I look across the room to Violet. She is awake and staring, her shaved scalp bathed in moonlight.
Suddenly, a strange sound pierces the darkness. It’s coming from outside, not too far away. I freeze, eyes fixed on Violet. She lifts her head and listens. The sound is half shout, half wail, eerie in the silence of night. What on earth is it? I sit up and lean forward to peer out the open front door, but all I see are silvery shadows.
There it is again! Louder and longer this time.
A howl.
But there aren’t any wolves in Batavia, and the voice sounds . . . human.
It’s Captain Sonei!
Violet buries her head in her arms. I scramble to the very back of my cupboard and pull my legs up so I am completely hidden. Panic blooms in my chest, and I’ve gone ice cold.
I hear Lou say, “Everyone be quiet. He’s howling at the full moon again. Stay down and lie still.”
With each gut-wrenching howl, I’m convinced Sonei is getting closer. When he eventually falls silent, I can’t stop shaking.
In the morning, we emerge red-eyed and skittish. Lou ties a cotton scarf over Violet’s shaved head, like we’ve seen other women do. Violet looks so different, and I hold her hand. After tenko, we sit outside in the shade, watching my silent songbird flit around its cage.
Violet touches the scarf on her head as if it’s a wound. “At least I don’t have to worry about lice now.”
She smiles, but her eyes fill with tears.



CHAPTER 30
It takes the soldiers a week to round up all the ten-year-old boys in Tjideng.
Toby is kept in the transit house along with the others. We know he’s in there, but we hardly ever see him. Mrs. B waits outside the gate every day with the other mothers, desperate for a glimpse of their children, but the soldiers chase them away with sharp words and sometimes stones. Only the Javanese guards let the boys come to the window or get some fresh air in front of the house. These are the days Mrs. B and the other moms live for.
One afternoon, I’m feeding the songbird a dead cricket I’d managed to get off one of the younger boys. The little bird and I have become friends, and it flits from its perch to my finger and back again, its azure blue feathers glinting in the sunlight. The delicate breeze from its wings on my hand feels like a whisper of magic, and I hold my breath in wonder. Its wing has been better for months, but in all this time, it hasn’t sung a single note.
“You want to go home, don’t you?” I coo through the bars. “I bet you’ve got a jungle home with a mama and papa, and lots of juicy flies to eat.”
Maybe if I set the songbird free, it will sing again.
Swallowing the lump in my throat, I pry open the rickety door and gently scoop the bird up in my fist. I stroke its soft head and whisper, “Time for you to go home.”
I open my hand. The songbird ruffles its feathers. Then, cocking its head at me one last time, it hops to the edge of my hand and flits into the sky, darting away from Tjideng.
  
Not long after, a truck rumbles into the camp, churning up a cloud of dust as it swings around and comes to a stop, pointing toward the gate. The commotion brings everyone out of their houses, spilling onto the verandas, and peering around the washing lines so they can see.
“What’s all this about?” Kitty asks, coming over from next door.
I shrug. “It’s just parked there.”
“It’s not the rice truck. We’re not due another delivery for a few weeks,” Kitty says.
“And it’s not the prisoner truck either,” Violet chimes in, coming over. She’s still wearing her scarf. Her hair isn’t growing back as fast as we hoped. Lou says the lack of food means our bodies are slower to heal. “Look at the red wooden slats along the sides, and there’s no roof. Looks more like a cattle truck if you ask me.”
No sooner are the words out of her mouth, than the awful truth dawns on all three of us.
“Toby!”
We rush onto the street, and in an instant, the soldiers form a ring around the truck. The women have realized what is about to happen, and panic spreads like wildfire, rippling through the entire camp. Mothers come running. The sound of wailing fills the air, and my throat aches with the horror of it all.
Mrs. B comes hurtling down from the house, almost bowling us over, squinting in the sunlight. She looks awful, and I feel a pang of sadness for her. Before the war, she used to dress so beautifully with her summer dresses, red lipstick, and floppy hat. But now her feet are bare, her hair is matted and sticking up in all directions, and her clothes are stained and threadbare. Gone is the determined woman who tried to escape into the jungle. Now she is thin, her face is drawn, and I’m sure she is shorter.
“Is it happening?” she wails, clutching onto Violet, who nods miserably.
Frantic mothers push forward, shouting at the guards, who hold their ground by raising their rifles. Still the mothers push forward, a desperate mob, moving as one. One poor woman is pushed onto a soldier, and he hits her with the butt of his rifle. We step back, and I’m glad not to be in the thick of it. Just as it looks as though the mothers may break through and mob the truck, a high-pitched whistle sounds, and we all turn to look.
An eerie hush falls over the crowd as the first line of boys files into the street, led from the transit house by a mean-looking soldier. The boys scan the crowd with wide eyes. I strain to see if I can spot Toby, but he is not among them. Soon, another line of boys files out, then another, gathering at the back end of the truck.
Mothers call out when they see their boys, waving to get their attention. “George, over here!” “Peter, can you see me?” “Hans, there you are!” “Pierre, look this way!” And the boys call back in trembling voices. “Mommy, I’m afraid.” “Ma, where are we going?” “Moeder! ” “Maman! ” The air rings out with cries in English, Dutch, German, and French.
Suddenly I spot him. Toby!
There he is, in the fourth line to file out. He is scanning the crowd. Violet calls his name, jumping up and down until he sees us. His face is set into a rigid smile, and he waves briefly.
I know that look. He’s putting on a brave face. It makes me think of all the times I forced a smile when I was feeling frightened or sad inside. Mama’s funeral. The day the soldiers came. Now.
Toby notices Violet’s headscarf. He looks confused, but Violet grins at him, running her hands over it, then holding them up in a silent ta-da. 
“He doesn’t need to know,” she says through gritted teeth.
Two soldiers unlatch the gate at the back of the truck and start hoisting boys in. Some boys go quietly with determined looks on their faces, but others look around crying. Mothers shout to their children, “I’ll find you.” “Be brave.” “I love you.” I remember Papa saying those words to me, and I have to turn away because the lump in my throat and my tightening chest are making it hard to breathe.
All too soon, it’s Toby’s turn. The soldiers take his arms, bracing to lift him up, but he hesitates, turning to look at us one more time. Violet waves, tears flowing down her face. Mrs. B wails with grief. The soldiers jerk him back around and shove him onto the truck, and we lose sight of him among the tightly packed boys. But I see him again, about halfway down, waving through the slats. I wave back. He gives me a thumbs-up, and I blow him a kiss.
With all the boys loaded, packed as tightly as sardines, the back is slammed shut and the engine roars to life. Chaos finally spills into the crowd, and mothers start screaming and running toward the truck. Soldiers push them back with sickening thumps of rifle butts on bodies. The truck pulls away slowly, revving as it gathers speed.
Mrs. B, Violet, and I stand to one side, never taking our eyes off Toby, who holds our gaze, his blond hair sticking out above the red slats. As the truck passes through the main gate, he salutes. Violet and I salute back. Then it crosses the bridge, swings left, and disappears from sight.
Toby is gone.
We stare after the truck, frozen in time, as if what’s just happened will only be real if we move. But inside, I feel like I am unraveling. I feel sad and afraid and desperate all at the same time. How can they take ten-year-old boys away from their mothers? How can anyone be so cruel? When Mama died, I had Papa. And Ibu Lia. And even Bakti. Toby has no one.
War is not fair. Death is not fair. Toby is all alone against the world now. Just like me.
Kitty helps Mrs. B back to the house. She can hardly walk, and Kitty props her up with an arm around her waist. I look at Violet. She is crying silently, her shoulders shuddering. She is broken. Hollowed out.
I think of Papa and what he said the day I was taken. Never give up, no matter what. I’ll find you somehow, I promise.
But Papa isn’t coming to find me. Ibu Lia has fled, and Bakti is on their side now.
Deep inside, I feel my fear changing, evaporating like a puddle after the rain. A white-hot fire burns in the pit of my stomach.
I won’t give up. I won’t let them win.
I am the only one who can save me.



PART III



CHAPTER 31
June, 1945.
I am wearing a dead woman’s clothes.
That would have horrified me before the war, but after so long in Tjideng, it’s just how it is. You don’t turn down a good dress.
Another rainy season has come and gone. I am getting thinner, and my elbows and knees are sticking out more and more, but somehow, I have grown taller. Wormy rice and determination keep us alive. Only just.
I will not let them break me. The flame of anger that flickered to life the day Toby was kidnapped has grown into a raging fire. At tenko, I bow deeply. At lunch and dinner, I eat the weevilled rice or sour black tapioca bread without complaining. I sweep the street until it is clear. And when the soldiers kick more dust in my way, I sweep again.
I do as I’m told.
But I am watching.
Now, after kitchen duty, I walk the long way home along the boundary fence, looking for a weak spot: a forgotten, overgrown corner that could be hiding a hole or a gap in the matting. The only place I won’t go near is the Djamboe tree.
Life in Tjideng has become even harder. We are completely cut off from the outside world now. Before, we could catch glimpses of Batavia through the bamboo fence, but not anymore. The Japanese soldiers put grass mats over the fences so Tjideng is all we ever see. Market day stopped ages ago. The only things from the outside world that enter the camp are the delivery trucks that roll through the gate bringing supplies for the soldiers. Even the magazines the Javanese guards would sneak in for us have stopped. Now anyone caught reading gets a sound lashing. The only news we get is from the prisoners arriving from other camps. They all say the same thing: the world is turned upside down.
I heard someone say there are ten thousand prisoners in Tjideng now. There is no way to know for sure—the soldiers never let us see the register—but at tenko we stand three rows deep, and it takes them longer and longer to count us all. Sometimes we bow for an entire morning or evening. Last time I checked, we had forty women and children squeezed into our house. Kitty says she has fifty-three.
More prisoners means more soldiers and guards. The new Javanese guards are all right. Some of them look only slightly older than me and Violet, and they are as wary of the soldiers as we are.
We never used to hear about prisoners dying, but we do now. Kitty has a new job. After kitchen duty, she has to go to the mortuary and decorate the coffins of dead prisoners with fruit. The Japanese are very respectful of the dead. If they see a coffin—even a prisoner’s—they stop and bow their heads. The thing is, I can’t help but think that if those women had eaten the fruit while they were still alive, maybe they wouldn’t have died. Funeral fruit. The ultimate irony.
Besides the hunger, the worst thing is thinking about all the things I miss. Papa. Bakti. Ibu Lia. Our house. The market. Mama’s grave. Being able to do something just because you feel like it. Just living. I even miss going to school.
Violet’s hair has grown back, but it’s thinner and only comes down to her earlobes. Hair doesn’t grow when you’re hungry all the time.
We all miss Toby. I think of him curled up on his bed, reading a battered comic book, or puffing along with a bucket of sloshing water at kitchen duty. He’ll be almost twelve now. We have no idea where he is. We never heard from him again.
Mrs. B has wasted away before our eyes. It started slowly, after Toby left. First, she stopped sleeping. Then she stopped talking. Then she stopped eating. Then she stopped doing much of anything at all. She never leaves her bed anymore now and only lifts her head to sip the watery rice gruel spooned into her mouth by Lou or Violet.
“We gotta get her to care about life again,” I overhear Lou whispering to Oliver’s mom one day. “We’ve all lost loved ones in this war. She’s not alone in that.” Oliver’s mom nods and wipes her eyes.
Seeing Mrs. B like this makes me think of something Bakti said that time we caught an angel fish on the coral reef and took it home to be our pet. No matter how well we cared for it, or how much food we gave it, its magnificent blue frills went floppy until one morning, it was floating upside down in its tank, completely dead. We buried it in the garden, and as he lay it in the hole, Bakti said, “Sometimes a creature can’t survive if you take it out of its natural environment.”
I don’t say any of this to Violet of course, but I see the worried look in her eyes, and sometimes at night I hear her pleading, “Just try, Ma, please. For me.”
Mrs. B is sinking into the hopelessness that tempts us all.
But I won’t let it get me.
  
The day dawns, pink and riotous. I’m looking forward to my precious moments of peace watching the sun rise, and pick my way over sleeping bodies, out to the front garden. There are so many laundry lines strung up now, it’s easy to get tangled in them. But I don’t mind because the drying clothes shield me from the road.
I slurp a handful of water from the trough as usual, then turn to see if last night’s cooking fire embers can be resurrected.
That’s when I see it. A flash of orange against a white enamel bowl.
Is that . . . ? I don’t believe it.
A satsuma!
I grab it just as Violet comes outside, rubbing her bleary eyes and almost decapitating herself on a low-hanging washing line.
“You’re up early,” she yawns, swatting a yellowed bedsheet out of her way.
Instinctively, I shove the satsuma behind my back.
Violet eyes me suspiciously. “What’s in your hand?”
“Nothing.”
She tilts her head, eyebrow raised. “I literally just saw you.”
When I show her the satsuma, she shrieks.
“Shhh!” I hiss, glancing around.
Violet pounces on the fruit and sniffs it deeply. “Oh my god, it’s real. Where did it come from?”
“I have no idea. It was just sitting there, next to the bowl.”
“Finders keepers!” Violet proclaims. And before I know it, she is sinking her thumb into the soft skin, releasing a little plume of zest into the air. She peels the fruit quickly, then gives it back to me, a serious look on her face. “You found it. You split it.”
I divide the satsuma in half. “Let’s eat it on three. One. Two . . .”
But Violet is already chewing, her eyes wide with wonder.
I pop a piece into my mouth and let it sit there a moment. Then, I squash it between my tongue and the roof of my mouth just like Bakti used to. The juice explodes, and it is so miraculous I feel as if I am floating. I eat another piece. And another, before I notice Violet watching me. She’s only eaten one segment and is slipping the rest into her pocket.
“For Ma,” she says.
I give her my last two pieces, and she takes them silently.
Later, as we are walking down to tenko with the others, Violet says, wild-eyed, “What if it was a trap? What if a soldier planted it there to see if anyone was foolish enough to eat it, just so they can punish us?”
We tremble all the way through the endless bowing, flinching at every command, but the soldiers leave us alone. At kitchen duty, we don’t breathe a word about the satsuma to Kitty, partly because we’re scared to, but mostly because we feel bad for not saving her any.
Two days later, at sweeping duty, the broom is not in its usual place near the steps but is tucked away in the farthest corner of the hospital’s veranda. I don’t think anything of it at first, but when I pick it up, there is a dark purple mangosteen behind it. A random satsuma is one thing, but a mangosteen?
I sweep the street hardly daring to raise my head. The soldiers can sense when something’s up, and a mangosteen in my pocket is definitely something.
Instinct tells me to lay low and wait to see what happens next, so this time, I don’t tell Violet, and I stash the mangosteen away under my floorboard.
What’s next is a banana, and a few days after that, a lime—both left inexplicably in the scrubby kitchen. Then another satsuma, this time tucked away near the water buckets in the central kitchen. I take them all; I’d be silly not to.
I secret them away and don’t breathe a word to anyone.



CHAPTER 32
If we ever escaped, where would we go?” I ask Violet one afternoon.
We have just washed our clothes, although the murky water we used has probably made them dirtier. We wring them out and hang them on the sagging washing line. It is so hot that the hems start to dry before we’ve even hung them up properly.
“Home,” Violet says as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. She shakes out a creased vest with a slap.
Of course we know that getting past the soldiers is about as likely as having a burger and milkshake for supper, but that doesn’t stop us from dreaming about it.
“We can’t go home,” I say. “There’s no one at either of our houses, remember?”
“Oh. You’re right,” Violet says, chewing her nail.
“I’d go and find Papa. Or maybe look for Ibu Lia in the jungle.”
“No jungle!” Violet says, shaking out a skirt and covering me with a fine mist of water. “We’ve tried that once already, remember. And I don’t do bugs.” She grows serious. “I’d try to find Toby, but I wouldn’t even know where to start, or who to ask for help.”
I look at her out of the corner of my eye. “There is one person who would help us.”
“Who?”
“Mr. Yukoshima.”
Violet balks. “You’d run away from the Japanese . . . to another Japanese? That’s the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”
I think about the day Mr. Yukoshima was attacked—the day Bakti was blamed, and I ruined our evacuation—and I feel a rush of irritation at Violet. She was there, and she did nothing to help him.
“You didn’t know him,” I snap. “He’s not the same as the captain, or the soldiers. He’s kind, and he’s my friend. He’d help us. I know he would.”
“Okay!” Violet says, holding her hands up in surrender. “There’s no point talking about it anyway. It’s all what if. ”
We hang the rest of our washing in silence. When we’re finished, she says, “Although, I wish I could get Ma out of here . . . She’s not doing so good.”
I wipe my damp hands on my dress. “I know.” It’s the first time Violet’s admitted it.
“I don’t know what to do. It’s like she’s given up.”
Violet looks so sad, I know I have to tell her about my secret stash of fruit. “I have something that might help your mom. But you have to promise not to tell anyone.”
“Ooh! What?”
“Promise first.”
“All right, I promise, just tell me!”
I look around to make sure no one can hear us, then whisper, “I’ve got a banana, a mangosteen, a lime, and another satsuma.”
“You do not.” She looks at me closely. I nod, and her eyes grow wide. “You do not ! How do you keep finding food?”
“I have no idea,” I whisper. “We can give it to your ma. It’ll help her get better. But no one can know, all right? I’m really scared. I think I might have stumbled onto something I shouldn’t have.”
Violet looks over her shoulder, then leans closer. “Like what?” She loves a good intrigue.
“I’m not sure. Maybe someone is spying on us and passing information to Captain Sonei. The fruit is some sort of payment . . . ?”
Violet grabs both my arms. “Lou!”
“There’s no way,” I say, twisting free. “Lou would never.”
“Never say never.” Violet narrows her eyes. “This place makes people do things they’d never dream of in peacetime.” She drums her fingers together. “Where have you found the fruit so far? There might be a clue.”
I list all the places. Violet doesn’t say much until I tell her where I found the mangosteen.
“Wait, what? Say that again!”
“Behind the broom. On the hospital veranda. So what?”
Violet claps her hands together in glee. “The broom you sweep with every single day?”
“No, the broom anyone can use whenever they need to sweep. It’s not just mine.”
“Emmy.” Violet puts her hands on her hips. “Isn’t it perfectly obvious? Someone is feeding you.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I say. “Why would someone be feeding me and not anyone else?”
“Maybe they’re feeding us? They know Ma is sick and needs the extra help . . . It would have to be someone with access to the . . .” Violet freezes. “I know who it is!”
“Who?”
“Kitty, of course! She knows your routine, where to hide food so only you will find it. She knows Ma is sick. And she works in the mortuary! And what do the Japanese put on the coffins?”
“Fruit,” I breathe.
  
“You two are acting weird,” Kitty says when we turn up for kitchen duty later.
It’s the dry season, but the clouds hang heavy and threatening. Violet and I have just sprinted up from the house, dodging a few giant raindrops that seemed to be using us for target practice.
I can’t bring myself to look at Kitty in case I blurt out our theory about the fruit, so I grab the sack of rice and start throwing fistfuls into Big Bertha. Violet takes the paddle and starts stirring even before the water has begun to boil.
“Seriously, what’s going on, girls?” Kitty says, her suspicion aroused.
Violet looks up from stirring and holds her gaze with her big blue eyes. “Oh, it’s nothing. We’re a bit out of sorts with the rain, that’s all.” She’s the most natural fibber in the world.
Kitty shrugs. “If you say so.”
Violet elbows me in the ribs. Hard.
“Kitty!” I yelp. “Um . . . how was the mortuary yesterday? Busy?”
“Not especially,” Kitty replies, eyeing me carefully. “Why?”
“No reason,” I mumble.
“Do you ever get to eat the fruit?” Violet blurts. “Like, on the coffins?”
Kitty stares at Violet long and hard. “Are you asking if I help myself to the fruit laid out as a sign of respect on the coffins of women who lost their lives needlessly in this terrible war?”
Violet’s cheeks flush, and she looks away.
“Even if I was so heartless, I wouldn’t dare,” Kitty says. “The soldiers count everything.”
After we’ve scraped the rice pots clean, Violet and I make our way sheepishly back to the house. The rain has disappeared, and the sun is breaking through the clouds.
“Told you it’s not Kitty,” I say.
Violet swats the air dismissively. “Well, she would deny it, wouldn’t she? If she gets caught, she’ll be the one in the coffin.”



CHAPTER 33
Back at the house, it’s choir practice. The singers are crammed into the scrubby kitchen between the washing lines and cooking pots.
“Come and join in this week, Emmy!” Violet says. “Honestly, it’s so much fun!” She runs over and pushes her way into the middle of the group.
I squeeze past the singers, get my copy of Black Beauty from the secret hiding place in my cupboard, and head back outside. We’re not allowed to read anymore, but on choir days I risk it. The soldiers usually leave the singers alone—maybe they like the music or something—and there are enough people standing around in our scrubby garden for me to stay out of sight from the road.
I perch on the log under the skinny tree, happy to have a sliver of shade. It’s the same tree we hung Toby’s birdcage from, but the cage is long gone now—chopped up for firewood. I miss that little songbird. I look out for it sometimes, hoping it will come and visit.
I still hate choir days, and I try not to listen to the singing. I know everyone else loves it, and I’ve tried to join in so many times. But it doesn’t matter how much I want to sing. I can’t. It makes me miss Mama even more, which makes me sad, and when I feel sad, I feel like giving up. And that’s exactly what I swore to Papa I wouldn’t do.
But today, as hard as I try to concentrate on my book, singing is all I can hear. One voice in particular soars above the rest. It’s delicate and strong, both at the same time. It reminds me so much of Mama’s voice that I peek up from my book to check it isn’t her. It’s not, of course. It’s a lady in a blue-and-purple floral dress. Her eyes are closed; she’s lost in the moment. I miss that feeling so much, I have to look away.
The photo of me, Mama, and Papa in the jungle river is tucked inside my book, and as I stare at Mama’s happy face, silent tears fall.
Violet comes bounding over, flushed with happiness. “Sure you won’t join in?” But then she notices me crying. “Oh, Emmy.” She sits down next to me and puts her arm around my shoulders. When she sees the photograph in my hand, she gives a little sigh of understanding. “She was very beautiful. You look like her.”
“It’s the only picture I have of her anymore,” I say, slipping it safely back between the pages. “Of either of them.”
“I remember her singing at the social club, you know,” Violet says. “And that time at school when you sang together in assembly.” She pauses, looking embarrassed. “I was so jealous of how good you are.”
“Were,” I say, shifting uneasily. “Those days are gone.” I stretch my legs out in front of me in the sun. The heat makes them prickle instantly.
“I know you miss her,” Violet says. “But maybe if you just try to sing, you’ll be able to do it?”
I shake my head. “You sound like Papa. You don’t understand.”
“Then make me understand.” Violet’s blue eyes are wide and innocent.
I keep looking over at the lady in the blue-and-purple dress. She really does sound so much like Mama. Part of me wants to listen to her sing, and part of me wants to tell her to go away. I can feel the pain inside me rising, like a towering iceberg in the dark sea.
“It was my fault.” Tears brim in my eyes and catch in my throat. “We were playing with a ball in the garden. I threw it too hard, and it went into the tall grass. Our rule was if you lose the ball, you find the ball, but I didn’t want to walk all the way down to the bottom of the garden, so I made Mama go.” Tears are streaking down my face. “She waded into the grass. Found the ball and held it up to show me. She was smiling. And . . . and then she wasn’t.”
“The snake,” Violet breathes.
I nod, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand. “She died because of me. I’ve never told anyone that before . . . not even Bakti.”
Violet looks like she might cry too. “It was an accident, Emmy. A terrible, horrendous, heartbreaking accident.” She shudders, and her voice is full of sadness. “Remember my eleventh birthday party? The one where I dragged you up in front of all those people? I still think about it, you know . . . It was unforgivable. I’m so sorry.”
Before I can say another word, the sound of crunching footsteps makes us both turn. The singing stops abruptly.
Five soldiers and a guard march up the path.
Violet and I stand up, no longer hidden by the washing or the choir. Instinctively, I shove my book behind my back.
Lou greets them, and the soldier closest to us barks something in Japanese.
The guard translates into Melayu, but without the same fierceness in his voice. “By order of Captain Sonei, singing is prohibited! From this day, anyone caught defying this order will be punished.”
Some of the ladies murmur to each other, passing the order along to those who don’t understand Melayu. A few of the children snivel.
“Please, we’re causing no harm,” Lou says, looking at the guard to translate. “Singing keeps our spirits up. The children need it.”
But the guard shakes his head, refusing to translate.
The soldiers scatter the choir, which makes the children howl and their mothers pull them away and hurry back to their own houses. I put my other hand behind my back to make sure I don’t drop my book, but the movement catches a soldier’s attention. He strides toward me and wrenches it out of my hands.
“No!” I cry, desperation crashing through me.
Sneering, the soldier holds my book by the front cover and shakes it in front of my face.
The photograph falls from between its pages and flutters to the ground. I lunge for it, but he is quicker and stamps his dusty sandal over it, almost crushing my fingers. He bends down, picks up the photograph. Then, looking straight at me, he rips it up, in slow motion. Each rip feels like a gash across my body. He tosses the pieces into the air, and I watch, helpless, as the bits rain down around me.
The soldiers barge into our house. As soon as their backs are turned, I pounce on the torn scraps of my photograph, scoop them up dust and all, and shove them into my pocket. Anger spirals inside me, and I bite my lip to hold back my tears. Crying only makes the soldiers angrier.
The women and children who were inside the house are booted out, and we stand together listening helplessly to the smashing and thumping noises coming from inside.
Lou tries to keep everyone calm. “Stay here, please . . . no, you can’t go in . . . It’s better for everyone if you just let them do what they came here to do . . .”
Eventually, three soldiers emerge. Their arms are piled high with linens, towels, curtains, even a doormat. They push past us and dump everything into a cart standing in the street. Then they turn around and head back inside.
“What are they doing?” I cry. “Why are they taking our things?”
“Hush now, child, don’t make a fuss,” Lou says in a low voice. “If they’re raiding us, it means something must have happened in the war. They lost a battle, or the allies have won back some territory. It’s retaliation. Let them be.”
Violet has become very pale. “Ma is still inside,” she says, and tries to push her way into the house.
Lou catches her arm. “Oh no, you don’t. She’s fine where she is. The soldiers aren’t here for her.”
There is a loud crack, and two soldiers walk out carrying a door between them.
“Seriously!” Violet shouts. “They’re taking the doors?”
Suddenly, I remember the secret hole under the floorboard in my cupboard. What if they discover it? They’ll find my silver spoons . . . and all the food I’ve stashed away . . .
There’s another loud crash, and a soldier carries out two window shutters, one under each arm.
Panic churns in my stomach, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Please don’t let them look under my mattress.
Finally, the banging stops. The soldiers file out and throw the final things on the cart already piled high with doors, shutters, tables, chairs, cups, plates, and linens. One carries a jar of crickets; another holds up a bottle of golden-brown liquid, which looks like the whiskey Papa drinks after dinner, and the other soldiers cheer. It takes all five of them to push the cart away. As they go, photographs and letters flutter down and are trampled into the dusty ground.
That’s when I see him: Captain Sonei, standing on the other side of the road, watching.
Back inside the house, everyone stands around in shock. It has been completely ransacked. The beds have been stripped, mattresses turned over, the bedding taken. Trunks have been forced open and emptied. Clothes lie strewn everywhere. The shutters and doors are gone; the toilet in the bathroom is smashed, and so is the basin. Violet rushes over to her mother, who is lying on her bed. Lou was right; the soldiers completely ignored her.
I am terrified to look inside my cupboard, but I take a deep breath and peek in. My mattress is lying half through the doorway. My bag has been emptied, my clothes thrown onto the floor. My slippers are definitely gone, but the rest of my clothes are there. I step over my mattress, push it a little farther out of the doorway, and kneel next to the hole in the floorboard. The light is dim, and I have to feel my way around. I lift the floorboard and reach inside.
My fingers find the fruit and the two silver spoons. It’s all still there.
“Emmy?” Violet calls. “Something’s not right.”
Quickly, I put the board back down, leap over my mattress, and cross to Violet’s side of the room. She is kneeling next to her mother, a hand on her forehead. She looks up at me with tears in her eyes.
“She’s so hot, and I can’t wake her.”
I touch Mrs. B’s cheek. It’s hot and clammy. I don’t know what to do, so I go and fetch Lou, who takes one look at her and says, “Water. We need cold water.”
We sit next to the bed for the rest of the afternoon watching Mrs. B turn red then gray as the fever grows stronger.
Somewhere in the camp, a bonfire roars, billowing black smoke that creeps into the house, catching in our throats and making our eyes stream.



CHAPTER 34
Mrs. B gets worse. The fever will not break. Great coughs rack her frail body until she falls back sweaty and exhausted.
Lou tells us to wipe her skin with a cloth dipped in cold water to get her temperature down. The water trough at the front of the house hardly works anymore, and the closest taps are at the central kitchen. But the water is always lukewarm. Violet and I take turns sponging Mrs. B’s arms, legs, and neck, then we blow on her glistening skin, hoping it will cool her.
We give her fruit when no one is around, but she turns her head away. The best we can do is squeeze some juice onto her cracked lips. I help as much as I can, but I am glad to leave the humid house to go to tenko, kitchen duty, or sweeping. Violet, however, never leaves her side.
Kitty goes looking for medicine but comes back empty-handed. “If anyone has any, they’re not sharing,” she reports back, grimly.
Lou does what she can for Mrs. B, but without medicine, Lou is as helpless as we are. The women whose beds are closest shuffle away as far as they can in the crowded room.
“They think it’s catching,” Violet says. Her voice sounds angry, but her eyes fill with tears.
What if it is? But I know better than to say it out loud.
On the fifth day, the rash comes. It blooms across Mrs. B’s whole body, scarlet against her paper-white skin.
“Typhus,” Lou says, laying her hand on Violet’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, child.”
Two guards come later that day. They roll Mrs. B onto a stretcher and carry her out of the house, across Laan Trivelli, and into the shadowy halls of the hospital. Violet is not allowed to go with her.
“She’ll get the medicine she needs now,” Violet says in a small voice.
I squeeze her hand, but we both know the saying: Once you go into the hospital, you don’t come out.
  
Mrs. B dies three long days later. Lou brings the news, but Violet knows before she has even said a word. Lou’s slumped shoulders, her creased forehead, and the ashen look on her face speak loud and clear.
After dark, when the crickets are chirping and the mosquitoes are whining, Violet creeps into my cupboard and curls up at the foot of my mattress. She sobs silently all night. I stroke her hair, just like Ibu Lia stroked mine when Mama died, and let her cry.
The next morning, I give her an extra bit of fruit, and at kitchen duty, I stir the rice so she doesn’t have to. In the days that follow, I bring her tea and let her choose which end of my mattress she wants to sleep on. She smiles bleakly. She doesn’t have to say thank you; I know there is space for nothing but grief. Things are different between us now. She understands a part of me that words can never describe. Death brings people together as much as it tears them apart.
One day Violet says, “You just get it, Emmy. No one else does. But you do,” and I stand there blinking, because I never thought I’d get Violet in my entire life. But she’s my friend now, and friends get each other, don’t they?
I didn’t get Bakti though, and I should have because he was my best friend. I think about all the things he tried to tell me before the war, but I didn’t understand: the day we built the bomb shelter in our garden and he was cross that only Europeans got the supplies; after the docks, when I left him in third class on the tram and he was so humiliated; when he used to say, “be grateful you get to go to school,” and I thought he was just being annoying.
He was trying to tell me how unfair things were the whole time, but I didn’t understand. I had all the freedom in the world but couldn’t see that he had none. No wonder he didn’t want to be my friend anymore. If only I could tell him I’m sorry.
But it’s too late, and Bakti will never know.



CHAPTER 35
The heat wakes me up. It feels like there is a blanket over my head, smothering me. I fan my face with my hand, but the air is thick like soup. Mosquitoes whine near my ear. Give me the mold and mud of the monsoon season any day. At least then there’s a breeze.
I sit up, scratching the itchy mosquito bites on my arm. It’s still dark outside. There’s a dark Violet-shaped lump curled up at the bottom of my mattress. I step over her carefully and head outside to cool down.
Above me, the full moon glows behind wispy clouds, like candlelight behind a spiderweb. I step out into the scrubby garden and take a deep breath. I can just make out the jungle’s swampy sweetness on the still air, and somewhere far away, the koel calls. Almost dawn, then.
Suddenly, I hear a noise. What was that? A twig snapping? It came from the kitchen area. Instinctively, I crouch down, peering into the semi-darkness.
Crunch!
Definitely a footstep. At that moment, the moon emerges from behind a cloud, flooding the night with pale light. There is something—no, someone—standing in the kitchen area. They move a bowl, and I’m sure they put something behind it. My breath catches. Could this be the person who’s been leaving food for me? The shadowy figure is too far away for me to see their face, so I inch closer. But my foot twists on the dry ground. The shadow freezes. 
Then it runs!
“Wait!” I hiss, leaping to my feet and darting after it.
I follow the shadow down the path and out onto the street. It’s running up Laan Trivelli toward the central kitchen, and I follow. The moon is bright enough for me to see my way without crashing into something, and I run as fast as I dare, feeling the rough ground tear at my bare feet. We pass dark houses and empty streets. Nothing stirs, not even the shadowy trees. At the road to the central kitchen, the shadow veers right into a part of the camp I’ve never been to before, but I don’t slow down. I have to find out who has been helping me.
The shadow darts into a large shed. The door squeaks on its hinges, then clatters closed. I reach the door a few seconds later and stand there panting. It’s a rough wooden door, and as I run my fingers over it, I feel flaky, peeling paint.
My chest aches from running so fast. I take a few deep breaths to steady my breathing, then open the door.
It squeaks closed behind me, plunging me into darkness.
“Hello?” I whisper. “I know you’re in here.”
I keep one hand firmly on the door behind me and squint into the dark, waiting for my eyes to adjust. Only a small window across the room lets any moonlight in, and I can just make out a row of shelves in front of me. There is a sweet smell in the air, something familiar, but I can’t quite place it.
I move farther into the room, feeling my way along the dimly lit shelves. Somewhere deeper in comes a shuffling sound.
“Who are you?” I whisper.
Silence.
“I know you’re the one leaving me food . . .”
Silence.
I’m still tracing my way along the shelves, going deeper into the shed. My fingers brush something wooden—a box of some sort . . . no, a crate. Slowly, I reach up to feel inside and gasp.
Fruit! Row upon row of crates of fruit.
The shadow rustles again.
“I—I just want to say thank you,” I whisper into the darkness. “I think you might be saving my life . . .”
There is a pause, but I am sure I hear the shadow sigh. I hold my breath.
Suddenly, something hard hits my legs.
“Hey! Ouch!” I hiss. The door on the other side of the shed opens, and the shadow is gone, running off into the night.
I rub my shins crossly. It threw something at me! Maybe it’s not a nice shadow after all. I stay very still, long after the footsteps have disappeared, then crouch down, feeling around in the dark for whatever it was that hit my legs.
My fingers find a flat, long piece of wood. It’s quite smooth and not very thick. Why would the shadow throw this at me? Curious, I tuck it under my arm and trace my way back along the shelves to the door. Once I am safely outside, I peer at the piece of wood. It looks like part of a wooden crate. In the pale moonlight, I see something red, the curve of a symbol that triggers something so deep in my brain that at first, I don’t even understand that I recognize it.
A fleur-de-lis design stamped onto the wood.
Is that . . . ? It can’t be! I shove the piece of wood under my blouse and run home as fast as my legs will carry me.
The sun is rising, and birds chatter in the trees above my head. I race up the path into the kitchen and search behind a rusty pot the soldiers left behind.
A pear.
With trembling hands, I stash the pear in my pocket and slip into the house, glad there are no squeaky doors to open. In my cupboard, Violet has stretched out, taking up the whole mattress.
“Violet, wake up,” I whisper, shaking her leg. The mosquitoes feasted on her last night too. Her leg looks worse than my arm.
Violet stirs and glares at me through bleary eyes. “What now?”
I hold up the piece of crate with the red symbol. “I think I’ve found a way to escape.”
“Ugh,” Violet groans. “No, you haven’t. Let me sleep.”
I poke her, hard. “I followed whoever it is that’s leaving us food. I . . . I think they wanted me to find this. It’s a message. I know it is.”
Violet sits up and takes the wood from me. “Fine. What am I looking at?” She turns it over as if the answer is written on the other side. “A piece of wood is going to help us escape?”
“Look at the engraving.”
“It’s . . . French? Nope. Don’t have a clue.”
“Honestly, Violet, why don’t you notice things?” I snatch the piece of wood back and point to the stamp on it. “Look! It’s the logo from the fruit-and-vegetable man in Batavia, the one a few doors down from Mr. Yukoshima. See here, below the fleurs-de-lis, the P and F? Pak Farouk.”
Violet still looks blank.
“You stole one of his mangosteens, the day Bakti was arrested,” I prompt.
Violet blushes instantly. “But what’s it doing here, in Tjideng?” Finally, the penny drops, and she shrieks, “Unless . . . Pak Fareek whatever-his-name-is delivers fruit here, to Tjideng!”
“Exactly,” I say, beaming. “What if we could somehow stow away in his fruit truck? He’d take us all the way to Mr. Yukoshima, or close enough.”
“It’s either absolute genius, or the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” Violet breathes.
I trace my finger over Pak Farouk’s logo. “I’ll look out for the fruit truck while I’m sweeping today. If we know which days it comes, we can start figuring out a way to get out of here.” For the first time in what seems like forever, I feel the fizz of excitement. This will work. I just know it.
When the bell rings for tenko, I hide the piece of wood under my floor and rush down to the street with the others. It takes all my concentration not to grin while we bow.
Later, Violet and I walk arm in arm to kitchen duty. We’re walking slowly on purpose, so we have time to talk.
“So, let me get this straight,” Violet says. “You think the shadow led you to the food store on purpose so you’d find Pak Faroum’s crate?”
“It’s Pak Farouk. And yes.”
“Well, I think it’s perfectly obvious that the person you followed was Kitty,” Violet says, jutting out her chin. “Of course she won’t admit it, but she’s the only one with access to the fruit on a daily basis.”
“It didn’t feel like Kitty though,” I say. “The shadow was stronger, faster, more nimble than Kitty. It’s hard to explain. Besides, we asked her once already, and remember how well that went?”
“Well, keep an eye on her today. If it was her this morning, she’ll be acting strange.”
“I want to tell her about our plan,” I say. “We can’t escape without her.”
Violet looks at me sharply. “We don’t have a plan. We have a scrap of splintery wood and a wild idea to run away to a Japanese man we haven’t seen in years. Maybe don’t mention it just yet?”
“All right, fine,” I sigh. “We’ll tell her when we have an actual plan.”
As soon as we walk into the central kitchen, I realize something’s up. Instead of the usual busyness, everyone is eerily subdued. There is hardly any smoke rising up through the palm frond roof, no children sloshing buckets of water between them. The women stand around, hands on hips, shaking their heads.
We find Kitty staring into Big Bertha.
“They’ve changed the rations,” she says when we join her.
“Well, thank goodness for that!” Violet says. “Maybe we can finally get something decent to eat.”
“Nice try,” Kitty says grimly. “We’re not getting more, we’re getting less.”
“How much less?” I ask.
“It works out to about two spoonfuls for lunch and another two for dinner.”
We stand in silence. I feel my tummy growl.
“This is outrageous.” Violet crosses her arms. “They can’t do this.”
I’m starting to feel a little bit panicky. How are we going to survive on four spoonfuls of rice a day? I can share my fruit with Violet, Kitty, and Lou, but what about everyone else? And what if the fruit stops?
Violet is looking at Kitty sideways. Her eyes narrow. “Are you sure there is nothing you can do? A little something from the food store perhaps? A tiny bit of fruit off a coffin?”
“Oh, Violet, don’t start that again,” Kitty says with an exaggerated sigh.
Violet looks at me and raises her eyebrow. Told you so.



CHAPTER 36
Four days later, just as I’m finishing up sweeping duty, a delivery truck rolls through the main gate.
It’s late afternoon, and cool shadows stretch down Laan Trivelli. Instead of putting the broom back on the hospital’s veranda and heading home, I carry on sweeping. It’s the perfect cover, a spy in plain sight. The delivery truck stops in the middle of the street. An old man gets out and flaps the canvas side open, so all the crates are visible. Is it Pak Farouk? I’m too far away to know for sure. I’m almost certain it is, but it’s been years since I last saw him, and I can’t ignore the flutter of doubt.
I have to make sure it’s him, so I sweep a little closer. The truck is full of crates, all stacked up on top of each other. The old man begins hauling down crate after crate onto the street. I sweep closer still, until I am only a few meters away and can get a really good look at everything.
Yes! It’s definitely Pak Farouk, and I can clearly see the red fleurs-de-lis with the letters P and F stamped on the crates!
Quickly, I sweep my way back to the hospital, shove the broom against the wall, and stroll slowly back to the house, taking in the back end of the truck as I go. Pak Farouk has only flapped open one canvas side; the back and other side are closed.
It would be so easy to slip into the back and hide among the crates.
Back at House Two, I race up the path, excitement fizzing in my stomach. Violet’s lying on my mattress, staring at the dark ceiling.
“It’s definitely Pak Farouk’s truck,” I whisper. “I saw the crates. And I’m almost sure there is space inside to hide . . . Violet, are you listening?”
“Hmm?” Her voice sounds strangely thin.
“What’s wrong?” I kneel beside her and touch her arm.
Her skin is as hot as beach sand in summer.
“Violet, you’re burning up.” Panic claws at me.
“Am I?” she answers weakly. “I don’t think so. I’m just so sleepy.”
As soon as she’s asleep, I rush out and fill a tin can with water and sponge her down, just like we did with Mrs. B. Violet burns all night. I can feel the heat radiating off her without even touching her. I wake up every few hours, dip the dirty rag into water, and dab it over her forehead, neck, and arms.
Please be all right. Please be all right, I plead into the smothering darkness.
In the morning, Violet sits up and says, “Well, I think that’s very good news indeed.”
“Violet?” My head is fuzzy from waking up so many times during the night to check on her.
“The fruit truck, of course.”
I feel her forehead. She’s not hot anymore, and her eyes are a bit brighter. But she still looks pale. She nibbles a bit of banana from my stash of fruit, and that perks her up a bit. At tenko, I steal glances at her while we bow. She sways a bit on her feet, but when she catches me watching her, she sticks her tongue out at me, and I relax a bit. Her fever’s gone. She’ll be fine.
Above us, storm clouds gather, and a gusty wind blows. It whips my hair and makes my skin tingle. Rain in summer is as surprising as finding a hawk sitting on your garden fence. It’s thrilling. A strange feeling creeps through my body. It’s a warm, glowing feeling, like the first sip of a chocolate milkshake with whipped cream and marshmallows on the top. I think about Kitty, who has become like a big sister; Lou, who looks after us so well; and Violet, who has gone from my worst enemy to pretty much my best friend. I think about the mysterious shadow and the food they bring me. And I think about Pak Farouk’s truck, and my plan to find Mr. Yukoshima, and after that, Papa and Toby. And maybe even Bakti.
A strange, wonderful feeling whirls around in the pit of my stomach, flowing down my arms and legs, making me want to jump up and down. It’s a feeling I haven’t felt in a very long time.
Hope.
The gray rain clouds finally crack, and we are drenched in seconds. The soldiers pay no attention and shout out their orders above the hissing din of rain. Every time I bow, water rushes into my eyes and up my nose, and when I stand up, I catch raindrops on my tongue. It is fresher than any water I’ve tasted in months.
The shower doesn’t last long, and the clouds soon drift away, carrying the rain off somewhere else. The sun beats down on us once more, and steam rises from our soaking wet clothes. Still the commands come, and we bow and straighten, bow and straighten.
Then, the strangest thing happens. The sleeves of my blouse begin to crawl up my arm, and the hem of my skirt begins to rise. My clothes are shrinking! I look at Violet, who is holding her arms out straight, watching her own sleeves shrink right before her eyes.
She giggles, then tries not to and snorts, which sets me off. Soon, no matter how hard we try to keep it in, we are giggling uncontrollably. Kitty starts next, and soon the women and children around us are giggling too.
Everyone’s threadbare clothes, worn to within an inch of their lives, are shrinking as they dry in the baking heat!
Laughter ripples up and down the line, and the more we laugh, the more we need to. My sides ache, tears roll down my cheeks, and every time I think I am getting control of myself, I look at Violet, who is rubbing her cheekbones, or Kitty, whose shoulders are shaking with laughter, and the giggles overtake me again.
Instead of getting angry, the soldiers stare at us, dumbfounded by hundreds of half-starved women, girls, and young boys all laughing hysterically as their clothes shrink before their eyes. In the end, they give up and call an end to tenko, shaking their heads at us and looking at us strangely.
Kitty, Violet, and I walk arm in arm down Laan Trivelli, toward House Two, still chuckling, when we notice a guard hammering something onto the wooden balustrade of the hospital’s veranda. People are gathering around it.
“What’s going on over there?” Kitty says, pulling us toward the hospital.
Violet breaks away. “I’m going back to the house. See you in a bit.”
I look at her closely. “Are you feeling all right?”
“I’m fine,” she says. “I just want to get out of these clothes.”
When Kitty and I reach the crowd, Kitty stands on her tiptoes, craning over a sea of heads. She taps the woman in front of her on the shoulder. “What is it?”
“A death list,” the woman replies.
A sense of doom knocks the joy right out of me. “What’s a death list?”
Another woman in front of us says, “It’s a list of names of loved ones who have died in camps like ours.” She snorts in disgust. “Yet another way for them to torture us.”
Nausea washes over me. What if Papa’s name is on it?
“Would you like me to check it for you?” Kitty asks, reading my mind.
I nod, feeling numb.
“Abendanon, right? If his name is there, it’ll be right near the top.” She squeezes my hand and pushes forward.
My world slows. I watch woman after woman read the list, their shaking fingers tracing the names in alphabetical order. Some walk away looking relieved. Others cry out, their hands over their mouths. Papa can’t die. I have a plan. I’m going to escape and find him. He can’t be on the list!
Eventually, I spot Kitty walking back toward me.
Her expression says everything.



CHAPTER 37
He’s on the list, isn’t he?” My voice is small and shaky, and I’m beginning to sob.
Kitty runs a hand over her face. “No,” she says gently. “He’s not.”
I realize I had stopped breathing altogether, and I gulp in lungfuls of air as relief floods through me.
“But my daddy is.” Tears brim in her eyes. “In a prison called Pakan Baru.” She wipes her cheeks. “He died of fever. That’s all it says.”
“Oh, Kitty . . .” I don’t know what else to say.
We cross the street and walk back to the house, but Kitty hesitates at the pathway. “I think I’m going to walk for a while. Will you tell Violet that there are no Brederodes on the list?”
I watch her go. Tears of confusion prick my eyes. Half an hour ago we were in fits of giggles. But now—
How is it possible to be so happy one moment, and so very sad the next?
I’m glad to have the quietness of my cupboard to go back to. “They’ve put up a death list,” I say miserably, flopping onto my mattress. Violet is curled up at the top near the wall, and I pat her leg. “We’re all right. But Kitty . . . her father . . .”
I stop. Is Violet hot again? I lean over her and put my lips on her forehead, just like Ibu Lia showed me. Lips are more sensitive to heat than hands.
The fever is there. Faint, but there. Like a newly lit stove.
“Get off.” Violet shrugs. “You’re being weird.”
“Do you feel hot?”
“It’s summer in the tropics, Emmy. I’m lying in a windowless cupboard, and you’re half on top of me. Yes, I feel hot.”
I leave her be, but she doesn’t get up again all day.
That night, we lie head to toe on my mattress, slapping mosquitoes off our arms and legs in the dark.
Violet is unusually quiet. Eventually, she says, “I’m scared of escaping.”
It’s so dark, there is no difference between when my eyes are open and when they are shut.
“I know. Me too,” I reply. “But the death list today, it got me thinking . . . the longer we wait, the bigger the chance of seeing our fathers’ names on the next one. Or Toby’s.”
Violet sighs. There is a long pause, then a slap as she swats a mosquito. “Do you really think Mr. Yukoshima will know where Toby was taken?”
I slap a mosquito on my arm just as another one whines past my ear. “I think if anyone can find out, he can.”
There is another long pause, and another slap. “Then I’m coming.”
  
The next thing to do is to work out which days of the week Pak Farouk delivers fruit to Tjideng, and the time of day.
I spend every minute I can watching the main gate. Every day, I rush back from kitchen duty worried that Pak Farouk has already been by while I was away. But gradually, a pattern begins to emerge. Pak Farouk comes twice a week, on Wednesdays and Sundays. Wednesday is a morning delivery, usually just after tenko, when there are many soldiers and guards around. But on Sundays, he comes at dusk, and by the time he’s unloaded the crates, it’s practically dark.
Perfect.
I go to tell Violet. We talk in hushed tones at the back of my cupboard, so no one will hear.
“I don’t think we should wait,” I say. “We should escape this Sunday.” It’s a whole week away; hopefully nothing will go wrong before then.
Violet nods, eyes wide. “Sunday it is, then.”
When she looks away, I eye her nervously. She hasn’t had the fever again, but she’s looked pale for days, her usually bright blue eyes glazed over and dull. But every time I ask if she’s all right, she waves me away with a grumpy “I’m fine, stop being paranoid.”
That night, while Violet sleeps fitfully, I am wide awake. There is one thing I haven’t done yet: told Kitty. We have a plan now, it’s time to tell her, but something has been stopping me. What if we don’t make it? What if we’re caught and she is punished more cruelly because she’s a grown-up? It would be all my fault. What if there’s not enough space in the truck for all three of us to hide? Wouldn’t it be better to see if Mr. Yukoshima can help her in some way, like he’ll hopefully help Papa and Toby?
I lie awake most of the night, racked with indecision.
Finally, at dawn, with the mynah birds squabbling in the trees, I make the impossible choice.
I’m not going to tell her.



CHAPTER 38
The week passes calmly. Well, except that I’m constantly worried about Violet, we are hungrier than ever, and I can barely look at Kitty since making my decision not to tell her our plan.
Sunday dawns with a wind gusting through the house as if in a bad mood. With no doors or windows left, it blasts in, whips around the room, and blusters out again, leaving everything and everyone disheveled.
I wake up early as usual, and the first thing I feel is the tight knot in my stomach.
Today is escape day.
I step over Violet’s purple silhouette at the foot of my mattress and head outside to breathe in the jungle air. It smells alive and powerful, like a dragon that may thrash its tail at any moment.
“Today’s the day, Papa,” I whisper. “By tonight, I’ll be one step closer to finding you.” The trees rustle and bend as though whispering back.
I check the kitchen and gasp when I find what’s been left for me.
An entire mango.
I look around, hoping I might hear footsteps or glimpse the shadow ducking out of sight, but the wind muffles everything. It’s too late now to find out who it is, anyway. I just have to focus on today. I bite ravenously into the mango, skin and all. Its juice slips down my throat like liquid gold.
Then, I hurry back inside to share it with Violet. “You won’t believe what the shadow left us,” I whisper.
The sound she makes is somewhere between a groan and a whimper. I touch her cheek. The fever is back, and it is raging.
I am outside and running. I grab a rusty tin and go to the water trough in front of the house. It’s empty, and no matter how furiously I turn the taps, no water comes out. I race up Laan Trivelli, pushing against the wind, lungs burning, to the central kitchen taps. The water is brown and tepid as usual, but at least it’s something. Anything to fight the fever.
Violet is tossing and turning when I get back, her clothes drenched with sweat. I try to sponge her down, but she thrashes and knocks over the tin, spilling water everywhere. I shout for Lou. She scoops Violet up and carries her into the room, laying her on a bed near the window.
“She needs air,” she says. “Cool air.”
Trying to find cool air in the summer is like leaving an ice cream in the sun and expecting it not to melt.
“Lou, look.” I run my fingers over the red mosquito bites that still dot Violet’s arms and legs. The bites are not small like mine anymore; they’re a raised and angry rash.
Lou takes her arm, looks at the bites, then lays it back across her body. “Malarial fever,” she says grimly.
An unbearable pressure builds in my chest. Mosquitoes can kill you here . . .
“The fevers, how long have they been coming and going?” Lou asks.
I rack my brain. “I . . . I’m not sure. A few weeks perhaps . . .”
Lou sucks her teeth. “She’s in the crisis of it now, child. It will either pass . . . or it will claim her.” Her brow creases, and the lines under her eyes seem to sag a little more. “It’s the lack of food. It makes us weaker, and we get sick quicker.” She cups my face in her hand. “But she is young and strong. There is hope.”
I turn away from her, partly because the news that Violet has malaria is almost too much to bear, but also because I don’t want her to see another truth in my eyes. Violet has been eating. We both have.
I sit beside her and whisper in her ear. “You are strong, Violet. Get well, please.”
The bell rings for tenko, but I refuse to move. “I’m not going,” I say as Lou rounds up the stragglers.
Lou takes a breath, and I’m sure she’s going to tell me to run along, but she feels Violet’s forehead again and says gently, “You should stay with her, in case . . .” Her voice fades, and she has tears in her eyes. “Do you understand that she is very sick, honey?”
I nod, but deep down I refuse to believe it.
As soon as the house is empty and no one can hear me, I shake Violet’s shoulder. “You have to wake up. It’s Sunday, remember? Our escape day.”
Outside, the wind has worn itself out, and everything grows quiet. Down on the street, I hear the soldiers shout, “Ki wo tsuké! Rei! Naoré! ” their voices strangely distant. I fan Violet with the kipas, then sponge her skin and fan her again. Minutes pass, or maybe hours. All I can feel is the panic swirling inside me.
Every now and again I whisper, “Wake up. You have to wake up.”
Suddenly, Violet’s eyes open. Her lips are cracked and dry. I pull a satsuma from my pocket and squeeze the juice into her mouth. She swallows painfully.
“So, it’s decided then.” Her voice is barely a whisper.
My eyes fill with tears. “I’m not a mind reader, you know.”
“I’m sick, Emmy,” she rasps. “You heard what Lou said—”
I take her hand. “You can get better. Just try, please.”
Violet closes her eyes. “You have to go on your own.”
“What? No! I’m not leaving you. We can wait till you’re better.”
She tries to lift her head, but the effort is too much. “You have to, Emmy. Find your papa . . . and Toby. Do it for me.”
She drifts off back to sleep, and I stare at her feverish face, her paper-thin skin. Hot tears spill down my cheeks, and I want to scream with the unfairness of it all. We are so close to making our plan work. Everything inside me feels muddled, and I can’t breathe or move or think. What should I do?
That’s when I hear it. A bird singing outside. I listen again. It’s not the tak-tak of a mynah bird, or the looping call of a koel, or even the chit-chit of a bulbul. It sounds like a melody.
Of course! It’s a songbird!
I rush outside, and there, in the skinny tree on the very top twig, is a songbird with shimmering navy-blue feathers and a bright orange chest. It’s so small—tiny, really—but its song drowns out the soldiers’ barking voices down on the street. On and on it sings, and I’m sure its bright eyes are fixed on me. Could it really be my little songbird, the one I rescued from the brink of death? The one who lost its voice and didn’t sing for months and months? It feels as if it’s singing just for me, that it’s come back to bring me a message. It’s saying, never give up, no matter how big and scary the world seems, or how lost you feel. You are stronger than you know, and there is always hope.
The hairs on my arms stand up, and I am filled with wonder. It sings for a bit longer, then cocks its head in my direction one last time, and flits away.
I go back inside and sit quietly next to Violet’s bed to think. In the street, tenko goes on and on, but eventually I hear the soldiers dismiss everyone. Soon, the house is overflowing with people and noise, and I have made up my mind.
I will escape. I will make it to Mr. Yukoshima’s, and he’ll help Violet and Kitty get out of here.
I go looking for Kitty. She’s collecting water from the rancid trough near the central kitchen. I pull her into the shade of a tree.
“What’s up?” she says, frowning.
I want to tell her everything and that I’ll miss her. I want to ask her to keep bringing fruit for Violet so she can get better.
Instead, I hug her tightly and say, “Thank you for everything you do for us.”
Kitty pulls back, looking at me quizzically. Then she hugs me again. “That’s all right. We all look out for each other, don’t we?”
  
The rest of the day passes in a blur at Violet’s bedside. The knot in my stomach is so tight I can’t eat or concentrate, but taking care of her helps because at least I’m doing something.
Eventually, my nerves grow so ragged I can’t sit still any longer. What if my broom isn’t there? What if Captain Sonei is patrolling today? What if Pak Farouk comes early? I have to go now.
I bend down and whisper in Violet’s ear, “Kitty will look after you. I’ll find Toby. I promise.”
Violet’s eyes flutter under her lids, and she squeezes my hand ever so softly.
With trembling hands, I collect the two silver spoons and the ripped-up pieces of my photograph from under the floorboard and shove them into the inner pocket of my skirt. I take the hidden fruit, including the half-eaten mango from this morning, wrap it in a cloth, and hide it under a corner of Violet’s mattress where Kitty or Lou will find it.
Then, with one last glance around the house, I walk out the door.



CHAPTER 39
Everything’s going to be fine, I tell myself over and over, but the vise grip in my stomach doesn’t loosen.
I’m early for sweeping duty. I don’t want to hang around on the street, so I head to the hospital’s veranda to wait in the shade. The long handle of the broom is sticking out, resting against the wall on the other side of the veranda. There are a few prisoners milling around in the shade, blocking my view, so it takes me a second to see that someone is crouching down in front of the broom.
What is the person doing? I instinctively hang back, peering around a woman with a bandaged head. They’re putting something on the ground behind the broom . . .
I freeze. Could this person be the shadow?
I inch closer, hardly daring to breathe. Then I stop. What if I’m wrong? What if it’s not the shadow, but someone else finding the food meant for me? If I confront them, they might make a scene and the guards will send us all back to our houses. My escape will be ruined.
I back away slowly and bump straight into the woman with the bandaged head, who shouts, “Hey! Watch it!”
I glance quickly at the shadow, who turns to see what the commotion is about.
That’s when I see their face.
The world slows, and the only thing I can hear is my heartbeat pounding in my ears. And then I am running, pushing past people. I leap down the veranda steps in one go, almost twisting my ankle, and run away from the hospital, away from the shadow.
I don’t want to make a scene on Laan Trivelli, so I duck down the side of the hospital, around the back of the mortuary, to a small dump site next to the boundary fence where I am hidden. I lean with my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath.
What on earth is happening?
The crunch of dirt under boots tells me he’s found me. I stand up straight, ready to run if I have to.
Bakti holds up his hands. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
“Stay back!” I say, trembling with confusion.
He steps closer. “Emmy. Come on, it’s me. It’s me.”
“I—I don’t understand,” I splutter. “What are you doing here?”
It’s a silly question. He’s wearing a guard’s uniform. It’s obvious what he’s doing here. He’s on their side. Anger rattles through me, and I grit my teeth. I’ll show him Tjideng hasn’t broken my spirit. I’ll fight him if I have to.
But Bakti lowers his hands. “I know it’s a shock. You weren’t meant to find out I was here.”
The gentleness in his voice unnerves me for a moment, but then I notice a pistol hanging from his belt and my heart hardens again. He’s one of them now.
“Is this what you call choosing sides?” I spit the words at him as if they are bullets. “Torturing innocent women and children? I hope it was worth it, selling your soul to the enemy.”
He draws back, and I see the hurt in his eyes. “Okay, I deserve that. But it’s not what it looks like. I’m not the same as them. You know that.”
I laugh scornfully. “I don’t know anything anymore.”
A fraught silence hangs between us. Of all the ways I’d imagined us meeting again, Bakti being a guard in Tjideng was not one of them.
“How long?” I demand. “How long have you been here?”
Bakti swallows. “Not long. A couple of months. I . . . I came to make sure you were all right . . . to help you.”
He reaches slowly into his pocket, never once taking his eyes off mine. I glance at the gun on his belt and shift my weight, ready to bolt if I need to.
“This is for you.” He holds out his fist. An egg rests in the palm of his hand. “Go on, take it.”
It’s all starting to sink in. Bakti is the shadow. He’s the one who’s been leaving food for me this whole time. But I don’t want an egg, I want to understand what’s happening. “Why didn’t you say anything? You could have told me you were here.”
Bakti slips the egg back into his pocket. “I know. I was going to . . . but I couldn’t face you, Emmy. I mean . . . look at this place, look what they’ve done to you, to everyone. I was wrong about so many things.” He blows a breath out, and his shoulders slump. “Besides, you probably hate me, and I’m the last person you want to see.”
“I don’t hate you,” I mutter. Truth is, I don’t know what I’m feeling right now. Happiness, confusion, relief, worry . . . it’s all tangled up.
I stare at him, trying to make sense of everything swirling around inside. He looks so different. He’s much taller than me now, his shoulders are broader, and his hair is shorter. He’s not a boy anymore. He looks smart in his guard’s uniform. He looks healthy and . . . well-fed. Then I realize that if I’m looking at him, he must be looking at me, and I feel a rush of embarrassment about my dirty dress and threadbare blouse, my greasy hair and bare feet.
“So, you got Pak Farouk’s crate? With the logo?”
I look at him sharply.
“Don’t look so surprised.” He smiles. “I’m the one who led you to the food shed, remember? I knew once you saw the crate, you’d work out the rest.”
Of course. That was Bakti. A million things tumble through my mind. Can I really trust him after all this time? He has been helping me, and he wouldn’t do that if he didn’t still care, would he? Maybe I should stay in Tjideng for a bit longer, take care of Violet with Bakti’s help? We could go back to our original plan and escape together when she’s better.
I take a deep breath. “I’m escaping today . . . or at least, I was . . .”
“Good,” Bakti says, looking palpably relieved. “Because this doesn’t change anything—me being here, I mean. You have to escape today.”
I narrow my eyes at him. “Why? What’s the hurry?”
“Because I know things. I’ve . . . heard things.” He checks behind him again. “The war’s not going well for Japan. Sonei is angry all the time, even more than usual. He’s planning on cutting your rations again.”
“What!” I exclaim. “But we already only get a few spoonfuls of rice a day! We’ll starve!”
Bakti’s mouth sets in a grim line. “Exactly.”
I blink, the awful reality sinking in. Sonei is going to starve the prisoners to death.
“You can trust me, I swear,” Bakti says softly. “You have to escape while Pak Farouk is still the fruit man, before Sonei changes his mind about that too. I’m on duty tonight, so I’ll be the one overseeing the delivery. I’ll be right there, to make sure everything goes smoothly.”
Despite my swirling mind, an idea comes to me, clear as day. “Then you have to keep leaving food for Violet.” Bakti’s eyes widen, but I don’t give him a chance to speak. “I know she’s not your favorite person, and there’s no time to explain now, but she’s sick, really sick, so you have to help her. Promise you will or I’m not going anywhere.”
Bakti wrinkles his nose. “I never thought I’d see the day when you and Violet are friends.”
“A lot of things are different now,” I say, a little too sharply.
He flinches. “I guess you’re right.” Then he says solemnly, “Okay. I promise to help Violet.”
“There’s someone called Kitty who lives in House Three,” I add, trying to look past the pain in his eyes. “She’ll make sure Violet gets the food. And soon as Violet is strong enough, you’ll help her escape to Mr. Yukoshima’s. I’ll be there, waiting. And try to get Kitty to escape with her too.”
Bakti shakes his head. “We can’t save everyone, Emmy.”
I glare at him, hard. “They’re not everyone. Swear on your life you’ll help them, or I’m not going anywhere.”
I watch him weigh it all up. Eventually he nods. “All right, I promise.” Then, with a hint of a grin, he adds, “You just have to break the rules, don’t you?”
I look at him squarely. “Only when it’s important.”
The sun has dipped behind the buildings now; it’s getting late.
“I should go,” I say, tucking my hair behind my ears.
Bakti holds my gaze. For a moment, I think he’s going to say something else, but he nods and steps aside. When I walk past him, he holds out the egg again. This time, I take it from him. My fingers brush the palm of his hand, and suddenly it feels like I am eleven years old and we are best friends again, as if the war was just a bad dream. But the moment passes, and reality forces itself between us once more. Him, a guard in the Japanese army, and me, a grubby prisoner.
I slip the egg into my pocket. Then, with my head yelling at me to stay longer, I walk back toward Laan Trivelli.
“Good luck,” he calls after me.
I nod, but I don’t stop and I don’t look back.
  
Tears blur my eyes, and I sweep without seeing. Bakti is in Tjideng. Bakti is in Tjideng! All the times I wondered where he was, trying to picture him in the army, all the imaginary conversations I had with him in my cupboard, or at sunrise when no one else was awake . . . and he was here all along. The knot in my stomach winches tighter, and I grip the broom so tightly my fingers cramp.
I run through the plan again: I’ll wait for Violet and Kitty at Mr. Yukoshima’s, and in the meantime, Mr. Yukoshima can help me find Papa and Toby. It’s a good plan. It means trusting Bakti, but he wouldn’t have been helping me in secret, only to betray me to my face. I can trust him. I have to. It’s all going to be fine, I think with each sweep of the broom.
Soon the daylight mellows, then starts to fade. A cool breeze moves in the trees, and the birds start their roosting chatter. Eventually, there’s a toot toot at the main gate. The soldiers swing it open and Pak Farouk’s truck rumbles in, its weak headlights sweeping around as it does a U-turn to face the gate and stops with squeaking breaks.
My whole body tenses. This is it. I glance around for Bakti, but I can’t see him. I have to fight the urge to run to the fruit truck. Timing is everything. If I mess this up and get caught . . .
Slowly and calmly, I make my way back to the hospital veranda. I lean the broom against the wall and turn to watch the truck. With daylight fading, prisoners go back to their houses to get their rations, and the soldiers and guards go to their barracks for their suppers. Soon, the street is empty.
I look around for Bakti again and see him hovering close to the back of the truck. He’s looking straight at me.
Pak Farouk opens the canvas flap on the far side of the truck and starts hauling crates out.
Now’s my chance!
I step out from the veranda and walk smoothly across the road. I reach the back of the truck easily enough, but Pak Farouk hasn’t finished unpacking, and Bakti lifts his hand to say wait. The ancient engine smells of burning oil, and I can hear Pak Farouk puffing and grunting as he unloads on the other side of the truck. Bakti chats with him, keeping him distracted.
Excruciating seconds tick by. I glance around, expecting to be caught at any moment. But the street is empty; only the soldiers at the gate are left, and they can’t see me behind the truck.
Finally, everything is offloaded, and Pak Farouk flaps the canvas side closed.
Bakti nods at me.
Quick as a flash, I step onto the bumper and slither under the canvas back flap into the truck. Bakti never stops talking to Pak Farouk the whole time.
I stand panting in the dark. Did I make it? Did anyone see me? Outside, Pak Farouk’s shuffling footsteps crunch away toward the gate.
“Emmy? You there?” Bakti whispers through the canvas.
I kneel, feeling for the canvas flaps. “Yes,” I whisper, my voice shaking.
There is a long pause, then he says, “If . . . I don’t see you again, I just wanted to say . . . I’m sorry.”
I’m about to tell him I’m sorry, too, but Pak Farouk crunches back to the truck, and Bakti hisses, “Go. Hide.” I crawl farther in on my hands and knees, then hear him say in a loud voice, “You’re good to go, Pak Farouk. See you next week.”
The driver’s door opens, then slams shut. The engine roars to life, and with a grinding of gears, the truck jerks forward. I crawl on my hands and knees, worming my way between the stacks of crates, the growling engine vibrating through me. Pak Farouk hollers to the soldiers at the gate, then revs the engine over the little bridge. We slow for the second gate, then swing to the right and roar away from Tjideng.
My heart thumps so hard I can feel it even through all the juddering.
I’m free!
I feel around in the dark and find an empty sack, which I drape over myself in case Pak Farouk makes any more stops. After a while, the knot in my stomach loosens a little, and I nibble the egg Bakti gave me.
We rumble on for hours, but eventually, the truck stops, and the engine switches off. I cower under the sack, kicking myself for not thinking more about how to get away without being seen. The driver’s door opens, then closes, and I hear Pak Farouk shuffle away.
Silence.
I count to one hundred, forcing myself to say each number twice, then peek out from behind the sack. It is still pitch dark. I crawl as quietly as I can toward the canvas flaps and, holding my breath, peek out.
I see a street lit dimly by glowing lanterns. There are no sidewalks, and the buildings lean toward one another so that their roofs almost touch. I know where I am! This is Mr. Yukoshima’s street! Quickly, I jump out of the truck. The road is empty except for a stray dog. It watches me silently, sniffing the night air, then scratches its ear and lopes off.
I can just make out Mr. Yukoshima’s shop a short distance away, but as I step out from the shadow of the truck, a voice says, “Stop!”
I freeze, then turn slowly. Pak Farouk is glowering at me, holding his lantern up high so he can see my face.
“Pak Farouk, sir,” I stammer. I bow, then remember you only bow to Japanese, not Javanese, and switch to an awkward curtsy. “Please, don’t shout,” I say in Melayu. “I just want to talk to Mr. Yukoshima, that’s all.”
Pak Farouk stares at me long and hard, then shakes his head. My mind races. I can’t get this close only to be caught now. Then I remember. The spoons! Slowly, I reach into my pocket and pull them out, holding them up so they glint in the lantern light.
“Real silver,” I say. “From Great Britain. You can have them, if you let me go.”
Pak Farouk eyes the spoons, then lifts his chin in agreement. Trembling, I hand them over. He takes them roughly, then disappears back into his shop, clinking them together as he goes.
I sprint down the street to Mr. Yukoshima’s shop. “Mr. Yukoshima. Mr. Yukoshima,” I hiss, tapping on the glass as loudly as I dare.
The glow of a candle appears at the back of the shop and floats toward the door. I step back, ready to bolt if it turns out not to be him. The door opens a sliver . . . then a little more . . .
“Emmy-chan?”



CHAPTER 40
Mr. Yukoshima pulls me into the shop. He checks the street before closing the door quietly and blowing out his candle. “Were you followed?” His voice is urgent. “Did anyone see you?” His eyes dart about, and his face is creased with worry.
“Only Pak Farouk,” I reply hurriedly. “I hid in his truck, and he saw me when I got out just now.”
I’m starting to worry that Violet was right, that maybe Mr. Yukoshima won’t help me. Maybe I should have stayed in Tjideng with Bakti and Violet after all?
Mr. Yukoshima whispers, “Come farther inside. There are spies everywhere.”
I follow him behind the counter and into his back room. He draws the curtain quickly behind us and lights an oil lamp. Then he pours a glass of water from a jug, gives it to me, and points to the armchair. I perch awkwardly on the edge of the seat. I haven’t sat in an actual chair for years. It’s like I’ve forgotten how.
“Wait here,” he says. “I will go and talk to Farouk. Do not make a sound.”
When he’s gone, I have a sip of water. It is wonderfully sweet. There is a bowl of nuts on the table, and I shove a handful in my mouth. I’ve never been allowed back here before, in Mr. Yukoshima’s private room. It looks like Aladdin’s cave in the flickering lamplight. The walls are full of shelves packed with bottles and boxes and other treasures for the shop. The only furniture is a bed, the armchair I’m perching on, a small table, and a rug on the floor.
Mr. Yukoshima is not gone for long. He slips back through the curtain and with a curt nod, says, “Pak Farouk will not tell anyone you are here.”
The knot in my stomach loosens ever so slightly. Mr. Yukoshima looks exactly the same as always, dressed in his gray kimono with his silver hair tied in a low ponytail. The only thing that’s different is the white scar above his eye where the rock hit him the day Bakti was arrested and we missed our evacuation ship—the day everything changed. And his eyes aren’t as sparkly anymore. He has a jittery nervousness about him that makes me feel on edge.
“I am very surprised to see you, Emmy-chan.” Mr. Yukoshima peers over his spectacles at me. “I did not think it possible to escape a prison such as Tjideng.”
I almost drop my glass of water. “How do you know I was in Tjideng?”
The old man smiles wistfully. “Ah. I have known you were there since the very beginning.”
“You have?” I say, flabbergasted, and a little unnerved. “How?”
“Ibu Lia told me she had found you, before she went into the jungle.”
I gasp. “But that was two years ago. You’ve known all this time? Why didn’t you try and—” I stop talking. Maybe he didn’t want to get me out.
He takes the glass out of my hand. “We have much to talk about, but it is late. It can wait till the morning, when you have rested.” He points to his neatly made bed. “You will sleep there.”
“Oh, no, I can’t take your bed . . .”
He pulls a mat out from under the bed and unfurls it on the carpet. “I prefer the floor.” He smiles. “Better for my old back.”
I lie down on the bed and curl into a ball. It is nothing like my hard, smelly mattress on the floor of my cupboard in Tjideng. It is soft and high off the ground, and makes me feel very strange, a bit like being seasick. My mind is a jumble of thoughts. I am desperate to ask Mr. Yukoshima if he knows where Papa is, and I wish I knew how Violet is doing, if her fever has broken. But my eyelids grow heavy, and soon I am asleep.
  
When I open my eyes again, daylight is streaming into the room. At first, I’m confused why my little cupboard is so light, and it takes me a while to remember that I’m not in Tjideng anymore. I’m in Mr. Yukoshima’s back room, and the daylight is coming from a window above my head. I sigh contentedly. I am safe. I’ll never have to eat another bowl of wormy rice again. I’ll have a soft bed to sleep in and plenty of food. No more bowing for hours at tenko, no more being pushed around by soldiers. And no more Captain Sonei.
I roll over to check if Mr. Yukoshima is awake, but his mat is rolled up neatly and he is nowhere to be seen. I jump out of bed, sneak to the curtain, and peek into the shop. He’s not there either, and it looks closed. I look around frantically. Where did he go?
Suddenly, a door behind me opens, and I spin around. Mr. Yukoshima comes in from his outdoor kitchen carrying a tray. The smell of freshly cooked food wafts in with him.
“Ah, good morning, Emmy-chan.” He smiles. “I have made breakfast. Come. Eat.”
He sets the tray down on the small table, and my mouth waters instantly at the sight of fluffy white rice topped with grilled pork and fresh green coriander, dumplings swimming in dark soy sauce, and a cup of steaming hot tea. Real tea! Perching on the edge of the armchair, I wolf down heaped spoonfuls of the pork and rice and wash it all down with giant gulps of tea. The flavors collide in my mouth, making me feel dizzy.
“Slowly, slowly,” Mr. Yukoshima says. “Your body is not used to food. Eat a little at a time, or you will be sick.”
He is right—my stomach feels too full already, and the flavors are too much for my taste buds, which aren’t used to anything but bland rice.
When I have finished, Mr. Yukoshima sits on the end of his bed, facing me. He has a serious look on his face, but he speaks gently. “So, you stowed away in Pak Farouk’s truck?”
I nod. “You’ll never believe it, but Bakti is in Tjideng. He helped me.”
“Ah!” the old man exclaims. “So the boy found you after all?”
I sit up straight. “Found me? What do you mean?”
“He came here some time ago, asking if I knew where you were. As luck would have it, I did.” He peers over his spectacles at me. “He was very determined to help you.”
My cheeks flush. “I know.”
Mr. Yukoshima shifts his weight on the bed. “You have much yūki for escaping, Emmy-chan. Great courage. But you cannot stay here.”
The food sloshes in my stomach. “Why not?”
Mr. Yukoshima lowers his eyes. “I have been writing to Captain Sonei.”
I feel everything I just ate pushing its way back up, and my face must drain of all color, because he puts his hand on my arm and says quickly, “It is not what you think. I was trying to help you, child. When Ibu Lia told me where they had taken you, I wrote to Sonei to ask for your release. I thought he would listen to a fellow Japanese, that he would have mercy on a child.”
“Pfft,” I snort. “You don’t know him very well, then.”
“At first he wrote back politely, saying you were being well taken care of. I wrote again asking for you to be given into my care.”
“Well taken care of?” I shake my head. “Did he write back again?”
“He sent four soldiers to my door. They warned me never to write to Sonei again. And if I did, you would be the one to bear the consequences.” Mr. Yukoshima hangs his head sadly. “So I stopped trying to get you out. I was only putting you in more danger.”
I feel more and more uneasy. What was it Sonei had said the day I saved Violet after she fainted, and again before he shaved her head? Having friends will only get you killed. I thought he was talking about me and Violet, but he must have been talking about Mr. Yukoshima too. And that must be why Sonei reacted so strangely when I told him my name! I was lucky he left me alone. The thought of it makes me shudder.
“Now you understand why it is not safe for you here,” Mr. Yukoshima says, snapping me out of my thoughts. “When Sonei finds out you are missing, he will send his soldiers. I am sure of it.”
I grip the armrests of the chair. “But I need you to help me find Papa! And Violet’s brother, Toby. It’s the whole reason I escaped, why I came here to you. Please, you have to help me.”
Mr. Yukoshima runs a hand over his silvery beard. “I am not sure I can trust my connections anymore. The Japanese soldiers are more suspicious than ever. It will be dangerous for me to ask such questions.”
“You’re my only chance to find Papa. Please,” I beg, my hope in tatters. “I need to know where he is.”
Mr. Yukoshima shuffles to a shelf near the back of the room. He reaches for a clay jar and pulls out two folded letters. “I received these at the beginning of the war.”
I take the letters, and my stomach flip-flops. It’s Papa’s handwriting. One letter is addressed to Mr. Yukoshima and has been opened. The other has my name on it and is still sealed.
With shaking hands, I tear open the envelope.



CHAPTER 41
My dearest darling Emmy,
If you are reading this, it means the war is over and you are safe, and that Mr. Yukoshima has done as I’ve asked. I searched for you after you were taken, hoping beyond hope that I would find you. But now I have been captured, too, and my only comfort is that you are clever and strong, and that our dear friend Mr. Yukoshima will care for you if I cannot.
Emmy darling, it is very important that you do exactly as I say. I do not know what will become of me, and if you are reading this letter, it means the worst has happened. I have written to my second cousin, Auntie Doreen. She lives in the countryside in Kent and loves animals just like you do. She has said that you can go and live with her. Mr. Yukoshima has her address and will arrange everything. From there, when you are ready, you will go to Marlborough and live the life you were always meant to.
Promise me you will do as I say, Emmy. I love you and am so very proud of you.
Papa.
My hands shake, and tears splash onto the letter, making splotches of blurry ink. “When did you get this?”
“Not long after he was captured,” Mr. Yukoshima says gently. “A messenger came to the shop with both letters.”
“That was so long ago! Do you think he is still in Batavia?”
Mr. Yukoshima sighs. “I do not know.”
I lean back into the armchair, feeling utterly defeated. After everything, I’m still going to end up at Marlborough. I am right back at the start. I scrunch my eyes shut with frustration and regret. What was it all for—sneaking down to the docks; Bakti getting arrested; our fight under the rambutan tree; me and Papa missing our evacuation ship? Nothing, that’s what. It’s all my fault Papa and I were separated. It’s my fault Papa was arrested, instead of safely on a ship to England. And if he dies in prison like Mrs. B? That’ll be my fault too.
I can’t let it all be for nothing. I won’t. Papa needs me, and I won’t let him down again. If we are together, we will be safe, and if we are safe, we can forget about Marlborough once and for all.
I sit up straight and take a deep breath. “But Mr. Yukoshima, I’m here now, I escaped, and I can’t just give up on Papa, not when we have a chance to find out where he is. And I promised my friend Violet that I’d find her brother. She’s sick, you see . . .” My voice trails off.
Mr. Yukoshima peers over his spectacles at me. “Even if we do find out where they are, what do you think we can do for them?”
“I . . . I thought you might know someone in the army who might agree to let them go?” The moment I say it out loud, I realize how ridiculous it sounds. It was a much better idea in my head. Thinking fast, I add, “Maybe you could write a letter, like the one you wrote to Sonei?”
Mr. Yukoshima’s eyes grow wide. “Ah, I see. But it did not work with Sonei, and I fear it will do them more harm than good.”
The feeling of hopelessness is crushing. “Please,” I beg. “Could you just try?”
The old man paces up and down, muttering to himself. I wait, holding my breath. At last, he says, “I fear you will never take no for an answer, Emmy-chan. I will ask around this afternoon, but I will risk it only once. Tomorrow, we will find somewhere safe for you to hide until the war is over. And then you will go to England. It is my duty to keep you safe and honor your father’s wishes.”
“Thank you, Mr. Yukoshima-san!” I leap up from the chair and throw my arms around his waist.
It’s the tiniest sliver of hope. But I’ll take it.
  
That afternoon, Mr. Yukoshima goes to ask about Papa and Toby, leaving me with strict instructions to stay hidden. I am not allowed under any circumstances to go into the shop. Before he leaves, I scribble Toby’s name on a piece of paper, and he tucks it into his pocket, shaking his head sadly when I tell him they took Toby away when he turned ten.
Only when he’s gone do I realize I forgot to tell him that Violet and Kitty might be coming here soon. If Violet gets better, that is. I must remember to tell him when he gets back because wherever he hides me will have to be big enough for them too.
Waiting is hard. The thought of Mr. Yukoshima coming through the door at any moment with news about Papa makes me want to run to the shop window and keep watch for him. But as the hours pass, I start to feel less excited and more nervous. I try reading a book, then I look at all the treasures on the shelves, and finally, I pace laps around the carpet. Eventually, evening falls and the birds chatter in the trees, but there is still no sign of Mr. Yukoshima. I light the oil lamp and sit in the warm glow, biting my nails, trying to convince myself that he’s taking so long because he’s being thorough. Eventually, I fall into a fitful sleep.
There is no sign of him in the morning either. Everything’s fine, I tell myself, pushing the uneasy feeling away. These things take time. The day passes excruciatingly slowly. When I feel hungry, I nibble on some fruit from the courtyard kitchen out back, relieved it’s hidden from the street.
On the second morning, I jolt awake, convinced something’s gone wrong. Mr. Yukoshima wouldn’t stay away for this long. I can’t shake the feeling that he’s been arrested for asking questions about Papa. What other explanation is there? Guilt stabs at me. He warned me it wasn’t safe, that the Japanese soldiers are unpredictable, but he did it anyway, for me.
I eye the curtain that leads to the shop. I know I’m not supposed to go in there, but what if there’s a note at the door explaining what’s happened to him, or a clue in the alley? 
I go to the curtain and peer into the shop. The clock on the wall says ten past six. One person glides past on a bicycle, but otherwise the alley looks empty. I duck through the curtain, feeling like a trespasser. The shop smells like books and herbs. I slip out from behind the counter and hurry to the door. There is no note on the doormat, and the alley is still empty, so I try the doorhandle. It’s locked. At least I’m safe and no one can get in, but if Mr. Yukoshima has been arrested, how on earth am I going to get out? I lean my face against the window and scan the street again. There is nothing out of the ordinary.
What do I do now? I need to think. As I make my way to the back room, something high up on a shelf behind the counter catches my eye. There, between the long red temple candles and stacks of old books, is a row of glass bottles filled with white powder.
The memory comes rushing back: the day I came from the telegram office to ask Mr. Yukoshima if Japan was really going to invade. The day he told me he and I would only ever be guests in this country. There’d been a box of vials on the counter. I’d thought they were sweets. But they were bottles of—
Quinine!
Standing on tiptoe, I reach up and take down all four bottles. Each one is neatly labeled Quinine. I start shoving them into my pockets.
Suddenly, there are voices in the alley. I dive behind the counter, almost smashing the bottle in my hand on the tiled floor. The voices get louder. They’re speaking Japanese.
For a moment, I think Mr. Yukoshima has come back, and everything will be all right. But then—bang bang!—fists hammer on the doorframe, making the bell clatter. I only just stop myself from shrieking. They must be soldiers!
The doorhandle rattles as they try to get in, shouting something I don’t understand. I curl up as small as I can and squeeze my eyes shut. They rattle the door one more time, then all is quiet.
I stay frozen behind the counter, not daring to move a muscle. The only sound is the clock on the wall, ticking loudly. The last time someone kicked Mr. Yukoshima’s door like that, it was silly boys being mean. I’d thought that was bad. But soldiers doing it is a million times worse, and this time, I’m pretty sure they were here for me.
I wait a bit longer, then dart back behind the curtain into Mr. Yukoshima’s room. My mind is racing. Mr. Yukoshima was right; it’s not safe. Surely the soldiers will come back, and next time they might not let a locked door stop them. I’ve got to get out of here, now. But where else can I go? Home to our house in Lembangweg? No, that won’t be safe either.
I perch miserably on the bed. My plan is in tatters. I’ll never find Papa or Toby without Mr. Yukoshima, and it’s all my fault he’s been captured. He told me it was too risky, but I didn’t listen. He went out there for me, and now he’s probably in terrible danger. And with the soldiers hanging around, it’s not safe for Violet or Kitty to come here when they escape. And I can’t wait here for them anymore. It might take days, or even weeks, for Violet to be strong enough to escape.
A shiver skitters between my shoulder blades, making the tops of my arms tingle. Sonei has probably cut the rations by now, and what if Bakti can’t get food to Violet? Even if he does, is a little bit of fruit really enough to cure malaria? Lou’s words echo in my mind. Do you understand that she is very sick? With a growing sense of unease, I remember how pale and weak Violet looked the last time I saw her . . . almost as pale as Mrs. B was before she . . .
The breath dies in my chest as the grim realization hits me. Violet isn’t going to get better. I stare at the bottle of quinine in my hand and feel the weight of the other bottles in my pockets. 
I have the one thing that will save her.
I feel hot and cold all at once, and my hands go clammy. I can’t help Papa right now, or Toby, or even Mr. Yukoshima. But I can help Violet. I know what I have to do. The knowledge feels like a steadying hand on my shoulder. It’s time I did some good for once.
I clench my jaw tightly. I’m going back to Tjideng.



CHAPTER 42
Energy fizzes through my body. The thought of going back to Tjideng is terrifying, but the thought of Violet dying while I hide out with four bottles of life-saving quinine is much worse. I’ll be in trouble for escaping, of course, but it’s a price worth paying if it means Violet gets better. I do a quick calculation. I escaped on Sunday, Mr. Yukoshima disappeared on Monday afternoon, and I’ve been here two nights without him, which would make today Wednesday. The day Pak Farouk makes his morning delivery to Tjideng!
I know exactly how I’ll sneak back in.
I shove the last bottle of quinine into my pocket, along with Papa’s letter and my torn family photograph. There’s no point trying the locked front door again, so I dart out the back to Mr. Yukoshima’s outdoor kitchen. There is no gate, only a thick, limewashed wall encircling a small courtyard. I’ll have to get over it somehow; it’s my only way out. I reach for the top of the wall, but at full stretch, my fingers only get to halfway up. 
“Darn it,” I curse, rubbing my shoulder and looking around for something to use as a ladder. There is a worktop with a sink, a cooking grate filled with ash, and a wonky wooden chair in one corner. Perfect. I grab the chair and hoist it onto the worktop, then clamber up next to it. Carefully, I climb onto the chair. It’s a bit wobbly, and the woven grass seat isn’t very strong, but I’m high enough now to peer over the top of the wall.
On the other side is a dingy alley, with a heap of empty sacks at one end, and a few rubbish bins. I put both hands on top of the wall, count to three . . . and jump, trying to pull myself up. But I’m not as strong as I used to be, and the first few tries, I don’t make it. Every time I land back on the chair, it wobbles precariously. But on the third try, I get enough height to swing my leg over the top so I am straddling the wall. I swing my other leg over, then twist around and lower myself down the other side, digging my bare toes into the bricks so I don’t fall. When I’m at full stretch, my nose almost touching the wall, I drop down the rest of the way. The bottles clink in my pocket as I land. I’ve done it!
Quickly, I pick my way to the end of the alley and look up and down the street. A few of the shops are starting to open, and there are more people about. It would be so easy to run home right now; I’d be there in no time. But I take a deep breath and, holding my head high, turn left down the street toward Pak Farouk’s fruit shop. I walk as calmly as I can, trying to ignore people staring at my dirty clothes and bare feet.
The shop is just up ahead on the right, but there is no sign of the fruit truck. Worry flares in my chest, but I keep going. It’s probably parked in the alley next to his shop.
But it’s not there either.
I hover in front of the shuttered-up shop, not knowing what to do next. Where on earth can it be?
“Where are your shoes?” a voice says in Melayu.
I look up. A woman is stacking baskets outside the shop next to Pak Farouk’s. She peers at my bare feet with a concerned frown on her face.
“Selemat pagi,” I reply politely. Good morning.
The basket woman smiles and says, “You look hungry, child. But the fruit shop is closed. Farouk has gone on his deliveries.”
“Oh.” My shoulders sag. That’s it, then. I’m too late, and my chance to get back to Tjideng is gone.
The woman puts one more basket on top of a teetering stack, then comes toward me. “Are you lost? Do you need help? You shouldn’t be on the street in case the soldiers see you.”
The kindness in her voice takes me by surprise. I’d almost forgotten how caring Javanese people can be.
“I’m, um, all right . . . thank you,” I mumble, not wanting to draw any more attention to myself.
The woman ignores me and calls into her shop, “Ali, come. There is a girl who needs help. She’s got no shoes on.”
A man comes out, hands on hips. “What are you shouting about now?” Then he sees me. “Oh!” He glances up and down the street. “You’d better come in. The soldiers are parked up at the fountain. The last thing you want is for them to catch you.”
I touch the bottles of quinine in my pockets. Actually, soldiers are exactly what I need. I look past the man, up the street, toward the busy main road. The fountain isn’t far.
“I’m okay, thank you though,” I say, backing away into the middle of the street.
Then, I bolt.
“Hey! Where are you going?” they call after me, but I don’t stop. I can’t quite believe what I’m about to do, but if I want to save Violet, it’s my only choice.
I reach the top of Mr. Yukoshima’s street and stop to catch my breath. To my right is the long tree-lined road, and at the very end, the tram stop where Bakti and I got off after our disastrous trip to the docks. On the far side of the stop is the wide roundabout, and in the middle of that, the marble fountain. That’s where the soldiers will be.
Keeping my head down, I walk quickly up the busy main road toward the tram stop. The tall, shady acacia trees erupt from the broken pavement like icebergs, making it tricky to walk fast without stubbing my toe or tripping. I weave around them, also dodging people carrying baskets, flowers, or chickens with their feet strung together. I know people are staring at me, but I smile politely and hurry on.
Eventually, I reach the end of the road where it feeds into the enormous roundabout. Cars and bicycles stream around the circle, and a horse and cart lumbers by in front of me. I take a deep breath and step off the shady sidewalk. The hot road instantly sears my feet, and I start to jog, hopping over the tram tracks toward the fountain.
Two army trucks are parked next to the fountain, the soldiers are milling around, and I slow down despite my burning feet.
This is it. Don’t chicken out now.
I walk toward the trucks, my legs becoming shakier with each step. The soldiers don’t notice me until I am right next to them.
I hold my hands up and say in a wobbly voice, “I am prisoner eighty-three.”
The soldiers stare at me, as if they can’t quite make sense of what I am. Then one asks in broken Melayu, “Where have you come from?”
“I am prisoner eight-three, from Tjideng,” I say again. There is hardly enough air in my lungs to breathe. “Take me back. I want to go back.”
When they realize I am an escaped prisoner, their expressions harden, and it is done.
I am led to one of the trucks and hoisted onto the back. All around me are brown sacks, closed crates, and other wooden boxes. This must be a supply truck. It has no roof, just like the one that took Toby away. I peer out from between the side slats and see the fountain. Before the war, the mist from the cascading water used to make rainbows, but now it is dirty and bone dry. Instead of the Dutch flag flying above it, there is a white flag with a big red circle in the center—the flag of Japanese-occupied Dutch East Indies.
The engine roars to life, and the truck rumbles toward the road.
I pat my pockets. The vials of medicine clink together.
Please let her be alive.



CHAPTER 43
The truck rolls up to the outer gate and hoots. The gate lifts open, and we rumble over the bridge. At the main gate, the driver says something to the sentry, who shouts over to a group of guards, before swinging the gate open.
I am back in Tjideng. I am stiff from sitting all day while the truck made all the stops it needed to make. I am famished, and my throat is dry as sand. I take a deep breath to calm my nerves. I’m going to be in trouble for escaping, I know that, but I try to focus on how to get the quinine to Violet.
The tailgate crashes open, and an angry soldier reaches into the back. He pulls me off the truck like a sack of rice, and I graze my knee on the rough ground. Daylight is fading; the sky burns orange, and the shadows are blue like the deep part of the ocean. Even though the air is warm, I realize I am shivering.
Part of me was expecting to be taken back to House Two, which would make giving the quinine to Violet easy. But to my horror, the soldier summons a guard who jostles me toward the transit house where Toby was kept before he was sent away. The bottles of quinine clink loudly in my pocket, and I scan the street desperately for Bakti. How will I get the medicine to Violet if I’m locked away?
We are nearly there. House Two is tantalizingly close, only about fifty meters away. I can see the path and a few people in the scrubby kitchen. If I could only break free, there is the slimmest chance I could outrun the guard and get the quinine to Lou. I begin to fight back against the guard, digging in my heels and trying to wrench free. The guard grunts and yanks me forward so hard that for a split second I am sure I’m going to skid face-first onto the dusty street.
“You there, stop,” a voice calls behind us. It is commanding, familiar. A figure strides out of the shadows toward us.
Bakti!
“You’re needed in the central kitchen,” Bakti says to the guard. “Soldiers’ orders.”
“The kitchens?” The guard is confused. “Why? The food was handed out hours ago. Besides, I’m taking this runaway to the transit house.”
Bakti shrugs. “I don’t give the orders, but they asked for you specifically. And you don’t want to keep the soldiers waiting. I’ll take this sorry runaway from here.”
He grabs me convincingly hard, and I yelp, playing along. The guard snorts dismissively and walks off up Laan Trivelli toward the central kitchen.
“I can’t believe they caught you,” Bakti says in a low voice once the guard is safely out of earshot.
“They didn’t catch me,” I reply. “I don’t have time to explain. How’s Violet?”
Bakti hesitates, then says grimly, “Not good.”
I pull the glass bottles from my pocket and shove them into Bakti’s hands. “Here, take these. It’s quinine. Promise me you’ll get it to her. Promise.”
Bakti nods, slipping the bottles into his pockets. He glances around. “Where the heck am I going to hide you?”
But we don’t have time to think because Captain Sonei is storming toward us. Bakti just has time to whisper, “Do as he says, Emmy. No more heroics,” before he is brushed aside.
The captain grabs my arm and wrenches it behind my back. Pain shoots through my shoulder.
“Prisoner eighty-three! How good of you to grace us with your presence once again,” he hisses, spittle spraying my face. His eyes are blazing. He marches me up the street, pushing me along in front of him, still wrenching my arm. Every time I stumble, my shoulder twists again.
“The worthless rat has been caught,” Captain Sonei booms.
People start to notice us. They walk down from their houses, hands on hips or over their mouths, shooing their children away so they don’t see.
I know I am being taken to the Djamboe tree.
The thought of it makes me quake inside, but as we walk up Laan Trivelli, past the hospital, past House Two and House Three, I try to hold my head high. Bakti has Violet’s quinine; that’s all that matters.
Soon, I see the hulking shape of the Djamboe tree. It draws us in, and we are swallowed into the murky dullness of its branches. Captain Sonei shoves me down onto a hard wooden chair, and a waiting soldier ties my hands behind my back. He pulls the rope so tight it cuts into my wrists. I grit my teeth hard, but I do not cry out. I will not let him see my fear. Prisoners hover at a safe distance, too afraid—or horrified—to look me in the eye.
The captain has an audience.
“Prisoner eighty-three dishonors you all,” Captain Sonei growls in the half light. “But we have caught her and brought her back to face her shame.” He steps out from beneath the tree, and the women shuffle back.
That’s when I see Kitty. She’s right at the back, peering over the heads in front of her. For a brief moment, our eyes meet, and she nods slowly at me as if to say, stay strong. I am here. I try to smile, but inside I am trembling with fear.
Captain Sonei is still talking. “Insubordination will not be tolerated. This traitor will remain here until she has learned her lesson. If anyone helps her, gives her so much as a sip of water or a mouthful of food, your punishment shall be three times as harsh.”
He strides away sneering, “She will not last long.”
A gruff-looking soldier stands just beyond the branches of the Djamboe tree. If anyone gets too close, he shoos them away with the barrel of his rifle and a click of his tongue. I can hear people whispering to each other. Is that her? The one who escaped? She’s so young. How brave. Are you sure we can’t help her?
Maybe it’s the gathering darkness. Maybe it’s the rope digging into my wrists. Maybe it’s the creeping realization that even after all this, Violet might still die, or the knowledge that Mr. Yukoshima is probably in a jail somewhere because of me. Or maybe it’s all of those things. It all becomes too much, and I can’t hold it back anymore. Silent tears spill down my face, dripping onto my knees. All I can do is let them fall because my hands are tied tightly behind the chair.
I strain against the ropes, but the more I twist and pull, the more they cut into my skin. I search again for Kitty and finally spot her keeping watch from across the road. Should I shout out to her, tell her I brought medicine for Violet? Something inside says no. The quinine is Violet’s last chance, and I can’t let the soldiers know that Bakti is helping us.
Eventually, the crowd drifts away, called by their tired children or driven inside by the mosquitoes. The last scraps of light melt into darkness, and soon I am all alone with only the chirping crickets for company. A mosquito bites the tip of my ear, and I shake my head then try to rub it away with my shoulder. I feel another prick on my ankle and stamp my foot. Soon all I am doing is shrugging and stamping, but every time I move, the ropes cut a little deeper, and eventually the endless sting of mosquitoes is more bearable than chafing my raw skin.
The strange squeaking and scratching noises coming from the Djamboe tree torment me the most, and more than once I feel something furry run over my bare feet, which makes me twist and writhe in the chair. My mouth and throat burn as if I’ve been chewing flour, my legs ache, and a dull pain throbs between my shoulders.
Tears well up again, and this time they don’t stop.



CHAPTER 44
I wake with a jolt. Pain sears down my neck when I try to lift my head, so I stay slumped over like a limp puppet on a string. Thirst burns my throat and chest, and it’s hard to swallow. Somewhere, a bird shrieks, breaking the dark silence.
I’ve made it through the night.
My arms ache from being tied behind the chair, and my wrists are so raw they sting with the slightest movement. The soldier squats a short distance away, a shadow in the early light. He yawns and coughs, then stands up, stretching while he yawns again.
“W . . . water. P . . . please,” I rasp.
He turns mid-stretch, stares at me, then walks away.
Dawn comes like a blush, seeping into everything until it’s pink and alive. A dog barks in the distance, and mynah birds flap, click, and whistle in the branches above my head. Tjideng is stirring.
The soldier comes back, and I scan his hands frantically for a tin of water. But he is carrying only his gun. Desperation wells up inside me, and I breathe deeply, trying not to cry, although there’s probably not enough water left in my body to make a single tear.
The tenko bell rings, and prisoners file into the street and walk down toward the main gate. They look over at me with pity on their faces and whisper things like she’s been there all night. This isn’t right. How long can she last? A few of the children wave at me sadly.
After a while, the tenko commands ring out. Suddenly, I am full of doubt. Maybe I should have stayed at Mr. Yukoshima’s and gone to England like Papa wanted. Maybe there was another way to get Violet the medicine. The pain inside is worse than the ropes or the chair or my cramping muscles. What if, after all this, I was too late to help Violet?
The thought of Violet dying makes me thrash and writhe. The chair wobbles, and for a moment, I think it may topple over. The ropes tear open my skin, and the sting is worse than squeezing lemon juice into a graze. A cry escapes my lips, and the soldier spins around, alarmed. When he sees I am still tied up tightly, he laughs and turns his back on me.
Hours pass, and the sun becomes unbearably hot. The shadow cast by the Djamboe tree shrinks smaller and smaller, and by the time the faint tenko commands stop, the sun is almost grazing my toes. Heat creeps over my feet and up my legs, and my skin starts to turn pink, then red. I am covered in red mosquito bites, but as I start to burn, white circles appear around each bite so that my skin looks covered in polka dots.
Then I start to sweat. Salty water pours down my forehead into my eyes. I’m desperate for water. Pictures of a clear blue lake float into my mind, and I imagine plunging into the cool water. I feel as if I may go mad.
And then I see Kitty. She cranes her neck in my direction as she passes. Her face is gray with worry.
“Kitty!” I rasp, fire scorching the inside of my throat. I don’t care about the soldier anymore. I have to know. “Violet . . . is she . . . ?”
She’s about to answer, but the soldier rushes to her and tries to shove her away. She dodges round him and yells, “She’s alive!” before bolting.
Relief washes over me. Bakti must have got the medicine to her. There’s still hope.
The afternoon wears on. The heat is unbearable. The aching pain from being tied up mixes with the prickling pain of the sun blistering my skin. Every time I open my eyes, millions of little black dots swarm and bounce in front of me. There are parts of the day I can’t remember, and after a while, I can’t even remember how long I’ve been here. Sometimes it feels like I’m floating. And sometimes I don’t know where I am at all.
The next time I open my eyes, the sun is gone, and the world is dark. A blissful coolness brushes my burned skin. I start to shiver uncontrollably, and the pain in my head is so sharp, it feels as if my brain is being squashed in a vise. Up in the tree, the mynah birds squabble, roosting for the night. Their chatter makes my head throb even more.
Suddenly, there is a cloth in my mouth. It is blissfully wet.
“Drink,” a voice says, and I suck gingerly.
Sugar water. It washes over my tongue and trickles down my throat.
“M . . . more,” I rasp. I hear the dribble of water as the cloth is wet again, and I drink until the fuzziness in my head lifts a little.
“Slowly, Emmy,” the voice whispers.
Bakti!
I pry open my crusty eyelids and try to look behind me, but all I can see is the Djamboe tree’s knobby trunk.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
“Sorry it took me so long. I had to go with some other soldiers to another camp last night. I couldn’t get out of it.”
I try to speak, but my voice barely works. “Violet . . .”
“I hid the bottles for Kitty to find last night, when Sonei took you,” he says. “And I left food for her every day like you asked. But she’s really sick, Emmy.”
I squeeze my eyes shut. She can’t die. Please say I came back in time.
“The soldier’s gone to the toilet. We don’t have much time,” Bakti says. “I’m getting you out of here.” His mouth is near my ear, and he works to loosen the ropes from my wrists. “Something weird is going on with Sonei, I think he’s had bad news about the war. He’s been in his house all day, ranting and raving. He’s . . . I dunno . . . disturbed.”
The ropes are loose enough now for me to slip one wrist free, then the other. My arms flop against my sides, and blood rushes through them, making my fingers tingle.
“Let’s go,” Bakti says. “Can you stand?”
“I don’t know.” I try to put some weight on my feet and push myself up out of the chair, but my legs are like water and my head is spinning, and I slump back down.
Just then, a small branch snaps in the branches above us. It tumbles down, bouncing off the branches and leaves, and hits the ground just to the left of me with a thwack. I’m so startled that I cry out. The commotion brings the soldier rushing back toward us, his dark outline coming ominously out of the shadows. Quick as a flash, I shove my hands behind my back and wrap the ropes haphazardly around my wrists. I glance over my shoulder to tell Bakti to run, but he is gone.
The soldier glares at me suspiciously. I nod at the branch lying next to the chair, hoping he can’t see the lie on my face, or the loosened ropes in my hands. He looks at the branch, then up into the canopy, where the mynah birds are still bickering, and with a grunt, walks away.



CHAPTER 45
The soldier stays annoyingly close the whole night. He doesn’t fall asleep once. Bakti even tries to convince the soldier to take a break and to let him take over guarding me, but the soldier just barks at him, refusing to budge.
My hands are untied, but I keep them behind my back with the rope wrapped around them. The pounding in my head is getting worse again, and there are moments when I feel so sleepy I have to pinch myself to stay awake. I need to be ready for whatever Bakti is planning.
I even think about making a run for it on my own, but where would I go? And I wouldn’t get very far without Bakti’s help.
At dawn, Bakti tries to convince the soldier to leave again, but the soldier waves him away. Bakti is worried; I can tell by the way he glances at me when he leaves. He’s running out of time to get me out of here. Thirst burns my throat again, and I feel dizzy and weak from hunger. I must have fallen asleep and jolted awake a hundred times in the night, and my brain feels fuzzier than ever. Mynah birds chatter above me, dogs bark in the distance, and the tenko bell rattles again. A feeling of dread builds inside me, like gathering storm clouds. How long will my punishment go on for? I don’t know if I can take it much longer.
I picture my bedroom at home. It’s like I’m really there. I can see my books, my quilt, my desk—even the broken blue eggshells I’d found in the garden. The house is filled with music—Papa’s favorite jazz. Mama is singing, her voice melting into the music then soaring above it as only hers can. I smell freshly baked bread. I feel light and safe and loved.
Rough hands grab me, and my bedroom dissolves. My eyes fly open. The soldier is shouting at me, his face close to mine, but his voice sounds a million miles away. My arms hang by my side. The rope falls on the ground, uncoiling like a snake trying to slither away.
I’ve dropped the rope!
The soldier pulls my arms behind my back, fumbling, tying my wrists together.
“No!” I ball my hands into fists, my skin shearing open all over again. But it’s no use. I am too weak, and now I am tied up tighter than before.
There is a commotion in the street. Someone is coming. The soldier moves away from me and stands at attention. I strain to see who it is, willing my mind to focus. A blurry figure becomes clear.
Captain Sonei.
The soldier speaks quickly to him. He points to his wrists—he must be telling the captain that someone untied my ropes. Luckily, I can’t see Bakti anywhere.
Sonei strides toward me, eyes blazing, and thrusts his face into mine.
“So, you still have friends here in Tjideng, little rat?” He hasn’t brushed his teeth, and the stench of his breath makes me blink. “Did I not say having friends will get you killed?”
Something about him is different. He doesn’t look as smart as usual. The top button of his collar is undone, and his shirt is untucked. His military jacket hangs open, and the sun medallion, the one I stared at on my first morning in Tjideng, is hanging askew.
I glance over his shoulder and see a crowd of women gathering. Kitty is there, her hands over her mouth, Lou’s arm around her waist.
Sonei straightens and turns to face them. “Yes, come and see. There is nothing you can do to save her now.”
Some of the women are crying, and someone says in Melayu, “Have mercy, she is only a child.”
“Children grow up to be enemies!” Captain Sonei pulls me roughly to my feet. The rope twists, burning my wrists. Blackness swarms across my eyes, and I teeter back and forth, but his grip keeps me upright.
“You are nothing,” he rasps through gritted teeth. “You think you are strong, but Japan is stronger. We shall never surrender!” He wrenches my arm, and I cry out at the searing pain.
I can feel myself slipping away again, away from this terrible place, back to my bedroom, where I am safe.
But Sonei shakes me, and I lurch back to reality. “You will remain standing,” he snarls. He kicks the chair away with such rage that it splinters to pieces against the Djamboe tree’s trunk. “If you fall down, you will be beaten until you stand.”
He lets go of my arm. I wobble but somehow stay on my feet. I have to keep going. I can’t let him get the better of me. But I feel myself sway again. I am so tired. Everything hurts. I just want it all to be over.
Somewhere close by, or maybe far away, a songbird sings. I close my eyes and let its beautiful song carry me away from this terrible place. The world falls away, and I am standing in a bright light. I feel warm and happy. A hand takes mine, and I am filled with an indescribable feeling of peace. I look up—
Mama.
She smiles at me, warm light radiating all around her. She touches my face, tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear, and says, “Now what’s all this about?” Her voice is like honey and music and love.
“Mama,” I whisper. “I can’t do this anymore. I don’t know how.” My face is wet with tears. She brushes them away gently, and they glisten on her fingertips like diamonds.
“Yes, you do, my love. You are so strong. You’re doing it already.”
“Can I stay here with you?” I sob.
Mama smiles sadly. “It’s not your time, Emmy.” She squeezes my hand, and I feel a rush of energy course through me. “But perhaps there is a way for me to always stay with you.”
“How?” I sniff.
“What is the one thing we love to do together? The gift we share?”
“Singing?” My voice is soft and shaky.
Mama holds my face in her hands. “When you sing, I am always with you.” She kisses my forehead, and her warmth spreads through my whole body. “Go on, give it a try.” She steps back and begins to fade. “I’m so very proud of you, Emmy, my little songbird.”
“No, Mama, wait,” I cry. “I miss you so much. I love you.”
“Look for the dawn, Emmy.” Mama’s voice grows fainter. “It will always come. Sing, Emmy. Sing!”
The bright light begins to fade, and I realize I am breathing it in. Its warmth fills me up, making me tingle all over.
I open my eyes. I am back in Tjideng, under the Djamboe tree. But I am not afraid anymore.
I plant my feet, take a deep breath . . . and sing.
My voice is unsteady at first, but I focus on the light inside me. Mama’s light. It radiates like the sun’s warmth after the rain, and I feel myself growing stronger.
I sing Mama’s favorite song about rolling hills and starry skies above. I sing about the places and people I love. I sing about breaking down fences and finding freedom.
My song fills the air. I feel like I’m flying. I sing for Mama. I sing for Papa. I sing for Violet and Bakti and Kitty. I sing for all the women and children in Tjideng.
But most of all, I sing for me.
Captain Sonei stares at me in disbelief.
Still I keep singing, never stopping for a moment.
He walks toward me very slowly, until he is so close, I am looking deep into his eyes. What I find there is not rage, but pain. His face is ashen, like he’s seen a ghost. He looks . . . defeated, as if my voice has broken his terrible grip on this place.
Bakti’s words echo in my head. Something weird is going on with Sonei. Bad news about the war . . .
I wriggle my hands behind my back. The rope loosens ever so slightly.
I tug a little more, and one hands slips out. I look Captain Sonei straight in the eye and sing, “Don’t fence me in.”
And in that moment, I realize that Sonei can’t hurt me anymore. He has failed. I have fought my own war, and have found my voice. I am free. I am sure Sonei knows it, too, because he blinks, the corners of his mouth twitching as if he is acknowledging a great truth: he will never crush my spirit.
But then his expression changes, and he remembers where he is. He lets out a wild roar and lunges at me. I duck, dropping the ropes, and he spins around, arms flailing. Some of the women scream. He goes for me again. This time I’m not quick enough, and he catches my blouse. He pulls me to him, locking my neck in the crook of his elbow.
“You will die for this,” he snarls in my ear.
I bite his forearm. Hard. The crowd gasps.
A mad howl escapes his lips. He lets me go, and I stumble forward.
Kitty screams, “Emmy, look out!” and when I turn around, Captain Sonei is pointing his pistol straight at me.
I freeze, expecting the killing shot to come at any moment.
But Sonei doesn’t move. His hand is shaking, the barrel of the pistol judders between my head and my chest.
“You have not won,” Sonei shouts, his eyes wild and enraged. He swings the pistol toward the crowd, and the women scream again. “Emperor Hirohito may have surrendered, but I will give my life for my country. I will never surrender!”
He cocks the pistol and points it back at me.
There is a guttural roar, and a guard flies at the captain.
Bakti!
He goes straight for the gun, knocking it out of Sonei’s hands. It scuttles across the dusty ground and comes to rest at my feet.
I bend down and pick it up. It feels strange and heavy in my hands.
“Get her!” Sonei orders.
My body tenses, ready to run, but not a single soldier moves. They glance nervously at each other, shaking their heads. Why aren’t they aren’t obeying him? Sonei’s words start to sink in. Emperor Hirohito may have surrendered, but I will not.
Could the war be over? Is that why the soldiers won’t hurt me?
Captain Sonei glares at his mutinous soldiers, then comes at me, wild with rage.
Bakti flies at him, tackling him low, and Sonei hits the ground with a sickening thud.
Kitty pulls me back to the safety of the women, and they close ranks around me. She gently takes the pistol from me, and I am glad to let it go. She gives it to Lou, who tucks it into her skirt out of sight.
Captain Sonei lies sprawled on the dusty ground. He struggles to his feet, spitting out bloody dirt. Then, his lips part into a sickening blood-stained sneer, and he stumbles toward Bakti.
“No!” I shout, pushing my way back through the women to get to him.
Out of nowhere a strange rumbling fills the sky. Captain Sonei stops and looks around wildly. Before I know what is happening, a plane swoops low over our heads. Its engines are deafening, and the ground shudders. We all shriek and duck, covering our heads with our arms. We’re being bombed!



CHAPTER 46
Run!” Kitty grabs me, pulling me along behind her. My legs feel heavy and slow, as though I’m wading through knee-deep mud.
I look frantically back at Bakti, who is staring up at the sky. A short distance from him is Captain Sonei, face down on the ground with his arms over his head.
“Bakti!” I shout. He turns in my direction, scanning the scattering crowd. But the plane has turned, its droning propeller engines arcing toward us again.
Kitty pulls me to the ground and lies half on top of me. “Stay down!” she screams.
The plane swoops again, but this time I have a clear view of its insignia: a white star, with red and white stripes. It can’t be . . . can it?
“It’s American!” I shriek, squirming under Kitty’s weight. “Kitty! IT’S AMERICAN!”
We scramble to our feet, waving our arms in the air.
“Looks like the cavalry’s arrived,” Kitty says, a huge grin on her face.
One by one, the prisoners who had been lying flat on the ground stand up. Women and children peek out from behind trees or barrels and walk into the street, scanning the sky and shielding their eyes from the sun.
The plane comes around again, but this time we don’t duck or hide, or run away.
We wave, and we cheer. A gang of children race down the street after it.
The plane passes over us, barely skimming the tops of the trees, the American flag on its tail glinting in the sun. The pilot in the cockpit waves and gives a thumbs-up. Sobs rack my body, but for the first time in a very, very long time, they are sobs of joy.
The plane curls away, and we watch it disappear.
Then I remember Bakti and Captain Sonei. I look around frantically, trying to find them. I spot Bakti taking cover a short distance away. And then I see Sonei. He is back on his feet, scanning the sky nervously. He looks very small, a thin wisp of a man in a dusty uniform who could be blown over by the gentlest breeze. He lowers his gaze from the sky to the women and children all around him—the women and children he tortured for so long. We stare back at him, unafraid. His power is gone.
Captain Sonei runs. The soldiers glance at each other, then dash after him. It’s like everything has been reversed: they are the prisoners, and we are their captors.
A hand touches my elbow, and there is Kitty, holding out a tin of water. I gulp it down, feeling it slosh into my empty tummy.
“Slowly, that’s it, slowly now,” she says.
I look over to Bakti again, but he has disappeared. At that moment, a cargo plane drones overhead, flying much higher than the American bomber. It opens its tailgate, and a plume of white fills the blue sky. Papers! Fluttering to the ground like a thousand white butterflies.
I jump to catch one. There are words written in Dutch, English, and Melayu. I read them all again and again.
The war is over. Please do not leave the camp. Food and medicine are on their way.
I look up with tears in my eyes. Kitty is crying, too, and hugs me tightly. “It’s over,” she sobs. “It’s finally over.”
Up and down the street, women are hugging each other and cheering and crying. Children dart between them, wild with excitement.
And then, just like that, Bakti is before me, holding up a leaflet and beaming.
Standing in front of each other in broad daylight, with no one trying to punish us, or chase us, or blow us up, feels strange, like it’s not allowed, and even though there are a hundred things to say, neither of us knows where to start.
“You sang,” he says eventually, meeting my gaze but looking away again quickly.
“I did.” I smile.
“It was beautiful,” he says. “I knew you still had it in you.”
I want to say more. I want to tell him to forget everything that’s happened, so we can be best friends again, like before. But everything still feels so tangled up, like we aren’t quite ourselves anymore.
“Hi, Bakti,” Kitty says, smiling. Then she winks at me. “Your friend here gave me the fright of my life a few nights ago, leaping out of the shadows at the mortuary.”
“Sorry,” he chuckles. “I didn’t know how else to get your attention.”
“Well, I’m glad you did,” Kitty says. “Violet’s okay thanks to you.” She puts her arm around me. “And you, you wild girl.”
We all beam at each other.
But then Kitty grows serious. “Look, Bakti, I’m not sure you should be here right now. We know you’re on our side, but to everyone else here, you’re the enemy.”
I look around and see she is right. Women who were whooping with joy a minute ago are staring at Bakti. They whisper among themselves, and a few begin to gather on the other side of the street. It’s then I realize there isn’t another soldier or guard in sight.
We shuffle back a few paces, and Kitty says in a low voice, “The Allied soldiers are on their way. They’re going to take one look at the sorry state of us and want to punish someone for it.”
I look at her in shock. I hadn’t thought about that. He’s wearing the guard uniform, and there’s no telling how the Allied soldiers will treat him.
“Bakti, she’s right,” I say. “You have to go. You can slip away in the chaos.”
Bakti shakes his head. “No way. I’m not leaving you again.”
“I will look after Emmy,” Kitty says. “I promise.”
“Please, Bakti,” I beg. “Try our house in Lembangweg. You might be able to hide there until it’s safe.”
Bakti eyes the women, who don’t look any friendlier. “Fine, I’ll go.” He looks straight at me. “But don’t do anything reckless or brave, okay? I’ll come back for you when it’s safe.”
I nod, pushing away the feeling that things won’t be that simple. Then he turns and runs toward Laan Trivelli and the main gate, stripping off his uniform jacket as he goes. I watch him until he turns the corner and is gone.
Everything that happened under the Djamboe tree suddenly catches up to me, and my knees buckle. “Kitty—”
And then the world goes black.



CHAPTER 47
I wake up in House Two. I’m on a bed near the window, a wedge of orange light falling across my covers. I turn my head, and a shooting pain scorches up my neck. There is someone in the bed next to mine.
Violet.
She’s facing me. Her eyes are open, but they are ringed with dark circles. Her cheeks have only a whisper of color to them.
“So, what do you think?” she rasps.
“I think,” I say, swallowing painfully, “that it’s about time we went home.”
Violet’s eyes widen. “How did you . . . ?” We both collapse into a fit of giggles that sets us off coughing.
Kitty comes in holding two steaming bowls. The smell is heavenly. “All right, you two, take it easy. I raided the food store and brought you some soup. It’ll help get your strength up.”
I raise myself up onto an elbow and take a sip of the broth. It’s warm and salty, and best of all, there’s half of a hard-boiled egg bobbing around in there too! But then I remember everything that happened. “Bakti! Did he get away? Is he all right?”
Kitty nods. “He got away. Most of the guards have gone.”
“Captain Sonei . . . and the soldiers?” I ask.
“They’re clearing out,” Kitty replies, beaming. “Leaving by the truckload. They’ve left the food and everything.” She pulls a key out of her blouse and dangles it in front of us with a grin. “And guess who’s got a key to the food shed?”
I feel my strength returning with each spoonful. Soon, I can sit up properly, and after that I can stand and walk, even though my head feels heavy and my legs are still a bit wobbly. I keep looking over at Violet, just to make sure she is all right, as if I can’t quite believe she is getting better. But she is. The quinine worked quickly, and Kitty says there is even enough to give to other prisoners who need it. Lou pops in and out, tucking in our covers and feeling our foreheads.
Outside is a constant rumble of engines and soldiers shouting as they abandon Tjideng.
“I want to see,” I say, standing up slowly.
“Me too,” says Violet.
Kitty helps us up, and we hobble out to the scrubby kitchen, holding on to each other.
The main gate is open. There are no soldiers guarding it anymore. Trucks rumble in and out. But this time, they are not packed full of frightened prisoners or sacks of wormy rice. They are packed with sullen soldiers. Up and down the street, women stand united, arm in arm, watching them go.
“They’re really going,” I breathe. “It’s really over.”
Violet squeezes my hand. “I can’t believe our fruit-truck plan didn’t work. How far did you get before you were caught?”
“Actually, I made it to Mr. Yukoshima.” I smile sadly, feeling a stab of guilt at how wrong it all went in the end.
Violet’s eyes light up. “You did? Did he find Toby? What about your papa?” The hope in her voice makes me feels even worse.
I shake my head, feeling a lump in my throat. “Mr. Yukoshima said it was too dangerous to go around asking questions, but I wouldn’t listen. I begged him until he gave in, but . . . he never came back.”
I think of everything Mr. Yukoshima did for me: writing to Captain Sonei to convince him to let me go, telling Bakti I was in Tjideng, agreeing to hide me until the war was over. What if I never get the chance to say thank you? What if he’s . . .
“Anyway,” I say, quickly putting the thought out of my mind, “when I found the bottles of quinine in his shop, I knew I had to give myself up.”
Violet gasps, her gaunt face pinched with shock. “You mean you came back . . . for me?”
I nod. Her face crumples, tears spill down her cheeks, and she hugs me, crying silently onto my shoulder. “You saved me. After everything I’ve done to you, how mean I was to you, you risked your life for me.”
I hug her back tightly. “It’s Bakti we should be thanking.” My voice cracks. “He’s been in Tjideng for months. He’s the secret shadow. And he helped me hide in the fruit truck. He’s the one who gave Kitty your medicine.”
Violet’s blue eyes nearly explode out of her head. “No way! Bakti’s the shadow? But how . . . ? I mean . . . what?” She shakes her head. “I’m literally lost for words.”
“That’s a first.” I grin. Bakti in Tjideng still doesn’t feel real. I wish he was here right now. I’d give anything to talk to him, to get to the bottom of everything. But I don’t even know if I’ll see him again.
Another truck rumbles out through the gate, and I squeeze Violet’s bony shoulder. “We’ll find Toby, I promise. And we’ll find your pa and my papa and Mr. Yukoshima.” I think about Ibu Lia in the jungle, and Bakti on the run, and I hope we’ll find them again too.
Violet tries her best to smile. But I know what she is thinking. I’m thinking it too: the war isn’t over until everyone we love is safe.
  
I spend the night back in my cupboard. It’s still uncomfortable and smells musty, but I don’t care. It doesn’t feel right sleeping anywhere else.
In the morning, I am jolted awake by Lou shouting, “Look! Come see!” and for one awful moment I am sure the Japanese army is back.
I stumble outside to find her in the scrubby kitchen, pointing up at the sky.
Violet comes out behind me, rubbing her eyes. “What is it? What’s going on?”
Parachutes. They fill the blue sky, billowing in the breeze, rocking silently toward us.
“Look! There!” I cry, pointing up.
Instead of soldiers dangling from the parachutes, there are large wooden boxes. Soon, everyone in Tjideng has come outside and is staring up into the sky excitedly. The first box lands with a thud at the top of Laan Trivelli, then scrapes along the dusty road until the parachute runs out of wind.
Lou runs into the street.
“Come on!” I grab Violet’s hand, and we fly down the path after her.
Parachutes float above our heads, and we dodge them as they begin to land one after the other.
Thump. Thump.
One smashes to the ground just ahead of us and is pulled along before finally stopping in a cloud of dust.
“Quick,” Lou says. “Help me untie the ropes.”
We all gather around while two women pry off the lid. The box flaps open, and its contents tumble onto the road. We all stand back, stunned.
It’s full of food.
We unpack wildly, shouting out what we find, and soon the whole of Tjideng echoes with whoops and shrieks of joy.
Corned beef! Peanut butter! Cheese! Sugar!
When I look at Violet, she’s hugging a bar of chocolate as if it’s made of solid gold.
I find a paper bag and open it. Inside is a fluffy white substance, cut into thick slices. “What’s this?”
Violet takes it from me. She turns it over in her hands gently.
“Emmy,” she breathes. “It’s bread.”
We stare at the slice of bread in disbelief. Then we smell it, both at the same time, and I almost melt from the joy of it all.
It’s the smell of home.



CHAPTER 48
Allied soldiers arrive. They’re mostly American, but some are British. They are kind and smile at us. They bend down to talk to the children or hoist them up onto their shoulders. But they also stare at our thin arms and gaunt faces.
They tell us about all the things we’ve missed. Hitler is dead. He took poison and shot himself in his bunker. Japan surrendered after the Americans dropped two nuclear bombs on the cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima. The war in Europe has been over for three months already. That one we can’t believe. We had no idea.
They tell us it’s not safe to leave, that there is a war of independence raging in Batavia and throughout the whole country. “We can’t let you go until we know it’s safe,” they say.
So, from one war to another. All I can think about is Papa: if he’s alive, and how I’ll ever find him. Everything feels just as impossible as it always was.
Over the next few days, the Red Cross arrives in ambulances, bringing clothes, shoes, and medicine in cardboard boxes labeled Humanitarian Relief. They start evacuating the sickest patients to hospitals in Batavia.
One morning, I’m singing to myself and trying on shoes in the outdoor kitchen. We’ve been told to choose a pair, but I’m struggling to find anything that fits. My feet have shrunk, and having anything on them at all feels strange after being barefoot for so long.
Violet comes hurrying up the path toward me, flapping her hand just like her ma used to. Violet’s been getting better slowly, but she still looks pale and not quite herself. I squint up at her, balancing on one leg.
“They’ve . . . found . . . Toby and . . . Pa.” She’s puffing hard and rests her hands on her knees to catch her breath.
I drop the shoe. “What! Where? Are they all right?”
She nods. “Toby’s in a camp somewhere in southern Java. Pa was somewhere else, I can’t remember.”
“Oh, Violet!” I hug her tightly.
“I’m leaving, Emmy.” Her voice is barely above a whisper.
I pull back and stare at her. “When?”
“Right now! They’re taking me to Pa.”
I smile, but tears spring into my eyes.
Violet throws her arms around my neck, spluttering through her tears, “We were supposed to leave together. I asked if you could come, but they said no.”
I bury my face in her hair. First Bakti, now Violet. But I take a deep breath and push my tears away. “It’s all right. Go take care of Toby. I’ll be just fine.” I try to make my voice sound bright, but inside everything is crashing down around me.
Violet collects her few belongings, and we walk down to the main gate together. My mouth is dry, and my hands are clammy. An army jeep is waiting with its doors open. An American soldier flicks through a form on a clipboard, a pen between his teeth. He nods at us and takes Violet’s bag, tossing it onto the back seat.
Violet turns to me, her eyes filled with sadness. “I’m so glad we’re friends, Emmy,” she says with a lopsided smile.
“It only took a world war,” I laugh, struggling to hold back my tears.
She hugs me urgently and whispers, “You saved me . . . and I don’t mean just the malaria. I’ll never forget.”
“I won’t let you,” I say, hugging her back.
She pulls away, her blue eyes questioning. “What do you think life will be like now? After . . . everything?”
“I don’t know. Different, I think.”
She takes a deep breath. “Maybe different is good. Promise you’ll keep singing?”
I nod. “Promise.”
The engine starts, and the American soldier clears his throat. “Time to go, girls.”
“Will you do one more thing for me?” Violet says, gripping my hand. “Will you tell Bakti I’m sorry? Tell him I was an awful, spoiled, stuck-up brat!” She giggles. “Okay, maybe don’t go that far, but will you tell him? And tell him thank you.”
“I will,” I say, squeezing her hand back and trying to make this moment last as long as possible. “And no matter what happens or where life takes us, we will always be friends, even when we’re ninety.”
Violet’s eyes light up. “We’ll be more than friends. We’ll be sisters.”
“Sisters.” I nod.
She takes a deep breath, squeezes my hand one last time, and climbs into the jeep. It pulls away through the open gate, leaving a cloud of dust in its wake. I stay, staring, long after it’s gone over the little bridge, turned the corner, and disappeared from sight.
  
Weeks later, Kitty and I are in the outdoor kitchen, peeling potatoes. Even though we have more than enough to eat now, we collect the peels carefully, horrified at the thought of throwing food away.
A black car pulls in through the main gate. The American and British soldiers make a line on either side of the road and salute. A soldier opens the car’s back door, and a lady steps out. She shakes a few of the soldiers’ hands, then looks around, her hands resting in the small of her back.
Soon, a crowd has gathered around her, me and Kitty among them. The lady is so elegant I can’t help but stare. She is dressed in a khaki skirt, a matching shirt tucked in neatly. Her short, dark hair is perfectly curled and is covered with a diamond-patterned head scarf.
“Hello, nice to see you, hello,” the lady says, shaking more hands, even reaching over our heads to shake the outstretched ones at the back. She is English and sounds very posh indeed.
“My name is Lady Edwina Mountbatten. I bring warm wishes from King George and Lord Mountbatten and extend my own sympathies for all you have endured here.” Her smile fills her whole face, which makes her look very pretty. 
Mountbatten. Why does that name sound familiar . . . Of course! Willem Shakespeare, Violet’s cake-eating peacock! A gift from Lord and Lady Mountbatten.
Lady Mountbatten nods over her shoulder, and a soldier steps forward holding a large box. “I have had the pleasure of meeting survivors in other prisoner of war camps around the region, and have with me correspondences from your loved ones and family members.”
There is a collective gasp. I clutch Kitty’s arm. Maybe there’s a letter from Papa?
Lady Mountbatten starts handing out the letters. Most of them aren’t actually letters at all, but scraps of paper or torn cloth. One is even scrawled on a shred of banana leaf. Women step forward silently when their names are called. The rest of us wait nervously, and I can hardly stand it. Every time Lady Mountbatten lifts something out of the box, I strain to see if I can recognize the handwriting. But I can’t, and she doesn’t call my name. By the time she reaches the bottom of the box, tears are rolling down my cheeks.
There is nothing from Papa.
Lady Mountbatten smiles sadly at those of us left. “It doesn’t mean your loved ones won’t write. It just means they couldn’t this time. I’ll keep visiting survivors and relaying messages. You have my word. Please, don’t lose hope.”
She walks toward her car, waving one last time. Kitty puts her arm around my shoulders, and we turn toward House Two. Any last glimmer of hope I had of finding Papa and getting out of Tjideng is shredded.
“Oh, I do beg your pardon,” Lady Mountbatten exclaims. “I almost forgot, is there a young lady called Emmeline Abendanon here?”
My stomach lurches.
“That’s me,” I say, almost too afraid to find out why she knows my name.
Lady Mountbatten pulls something out of her top pocket and holds it out to me. “This was rather too delicate to be lumped in with the rest.”
I take it with trembling fingers. It is a single square of rough toilet paper, folded over twice.
Lady Mountbatten touches my arm. “The person who pressed this into my hand was quite the most determined sort I’ve ever met.” She smiles at me. “I was rather losing hope of ever finding its lucky recipient in time. So, I’m delighted to have finally found you.”



CHAPTER 49
Emmy,
Go to the docks in Batavia on 9/21. I’ll be there.
P
Papa! He’s alive! I’m shaking so much I almost drop the scrap of toilet paper. Kitty is beside me, and we pour over his words again and again.
“The twenty-first—that’s in two days,” I say. “How am I going to get to the docks if they won’t let us leave?”
Kitty and I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to put a plan together.
“Why can’t I just tell them Papa has found me, and to let me go?” I say.
Kitty shakes her head. “The soldiers will never let a fourteen-year-old girl run around Batavia on her own because of a scrap of toilet paper.”
I rack my brain for an answer. There has to be a way to get to the docks. A horn sounds down at the gate, and a Red Cross ambulance pulls up outside the hospital.
“Kitty!” I jump up. “Who says the soldiers have to have anything to do with it?”
I sprint down to the ambulance.
“What are you doing?” Kitty yells, running after me.
Down at the hospital, two men in Red Cross uniforms are offloading boxes of supplies. One of them notices me. He looks youngish, early twenties maybe. He nods at me politely, then leans on the stack of boxes and smiles. “Something I can do for you, miss?” He has an Irish accent.
I jut my chin out just enough to look commanding but not enough to look petulant, and say, “I need a lift to the docks. Not tomorrow, but the next day. Please.”
He raises his eyebrows. “The docks, you say?” I can tell he’s thinking about it. But then he lifts the top box off the stack and says, “Can’t help you, miss,” and strides off into the hospital.
“At least you tried,” Kitty says, putting her arm around me. But I shake her off. I’m not giving up yet.
When the young man comes back to the ambulance for the next box, I’m still there. This time, he notices Kitty, and he tips his hat at her before saying to me, “Still here, are ya?”
I nod.
“Where’s yer mam, then?” he says.
“Please,” I say, ignoring the question. “My father is waiting for me at the docks in Batavia.” I take out the square of toilet paper. “Look, he wrote to me.”
He leans forward and reads Papa’s note. “That may be, miss, but I can’t be taking you to the docks on your own. It’s not safe out there.”
“Oh, but I’m not on my own,” I blurt without thinking. “It’s me and my sister.” I grab Kitty, yanking her over to stand beside me. I thread my arm through hers and squeeze it tight, hoping she’ll play along. “She’s nineteen, so technically an adult.”
His eyes narrow. “Yer sister, you say?”
I elbow Kitty in the ribs. “Sisters,” she splutters. “Oh, yes, absolutely. That’s us.”
We grin at him like Cheshire cats.
He snorts. “What are yer names, then?”
“She’s Kit—I mean Lady Catherine Allen. And I’m Emmeline . . . Allen.” I look him dead straight in the eye, the way Violet does when she’s telling a lie.
The man’s eyes widen. “Lady, is it?” He glances at Kitty and tips his hat again. “I’m Ben.”
“Is that a yes?” Kitty asks.
He laughs. “It’s an I’ll think about it.”
“I’m afraid it really is quite urgent that we meet my father, Lord Allen . . .” Kitty says, playing along beautifully.
Ben throws up his hands. “Fine, fine. I’ll take you and your . . . sister to the docks. We’ve got our last delivery the day after next. Come back then.”
“Perfect!” Kitty beams. “We’ll be here.” She holds out her hand, and they shake on it.
“Are you really coming?” I whisper to Kitty as we walk away, trying to look as nonchalant as possible, but really wanting to squeal with joy.
“If you’ll have me.” She smiles.
  
Our last night in Tjideng is strange. A restless breeze whispers through the trees, and the smell of the jungle is stronger than ever, as if it’s creeping closer by the second. I sleep in my cupboard and toss and turn all night because I’m too hot. I wake at dawn with the koel bird calling and slip outside to watch the sunrise as I’ve always done. I breathe in the pink sky and the fading jungle sweetness for the last time. Somewhere, a songbird sings.
I know I want to leave, but my excitement is tinged with a sadness I can’t quite explain. I say goodbye to things, just like Mama taught me when we left England all those years ago. “A good ending is as important as a good beginning,” she used to say.
I go for one last walk around Tjideng to say a good goodbye.
“Goodbye, House Two. Goodbye, cupboard. Goodbye, scrubby kitchen. Goodbye, Laan Trivelli. Goodbye, hospital. Goodbye, central kitchen. Goodbye, trees. Goodbye, koel bird. Goodbye, jungle. Goodbye, songbird.”
Everything that happened in Tjideng was so awful. So why do I feel sad? And then I understand. I had people who loved me here. Violet, Toby, Kitty, Lou . . . and Bakti, even though I didn’t know it.
I take a deep breath, and a warm tingly feeling spreads through me.
We were a family.



CHAPTER 50
On the twenty-first of September, after we’ve said goodbye to Lou and she’s hugged me to within an inch of my life, Kitty and I wait anxiously outside the hospital.
I pace up and down the street I’ve swept so many times. I want to laugh and cry; I feel excited and nervous all at the same time. I’m going to see Papa today.
“What if it’s a different ambulance? . . . What if Ben’s changed his mind? . . . I knew it. He’s not coming.”
“Would you just calm down?” Kitty laughs.
Eventually, the ambulance pulls in through the gate. Ben jumps out, winks at us, and begins to offload the supplies. When he’s done, he says, “Right, you two, jump in the front. And if anyone asks, you’ve volunteered to help me today.”
Kitty and I scramble into the front cab, wedged between Ben and the other Red Cross man called Max. The engine rattles to life, and the ambulance swings around. Ben gives the Allied soldier at the gate a thumbs-up through his open window. I reach for Kitty’s hand and squeeze it tightly. Hot air blasts my face as we pick up speed.
We are free.
The drive is relatively uneventful, but as we near the docks, a traffic jam blocks the road. Cars, bicycles, carts, and hundreds of people walking with their suitcases, bags, and bundles, clog the streets in all directions. We haven’t moved in ages. Ben toots the horn, but no one even looks up.
He shakes his head and shrugs. “Looks like everyone has the same idea—getting the hell out of Batavia.”
I stare helplessly at the gridlock. We’ll never make it to Papa at this rate. “It’s okay, we can walk from here,” I say. “Ben, Max, thank you both so much.”
Max opens his door, and Kitty and I hop over him and out onto the street.
“Take care m’ladies.” Ben grins. “And good luck.” He does a U-turn, waving his arm out his window to stop the traffic and tooting his horn nonstop.
Kitty grabs hold of my hand. “Don’t let go.”
We push our way past people, zigzagging through the crawling traffic to find the quickest way through.
The last time I was here with Bakti, there were smoking, bombed-out ships in the harbor and the Japanese were about to attack. Now the Japanese are long gone, and steamers, sailing boats with long masts, and American navy ships jostle in the water—so many I can’t even count them all. The quayside is overflowing with people. We join the crush, pushing our way down the middle, staying clear of the water’s edge in case we are accidentally nudged in.
I look around for any sign of Papa, but I can’t even see over peoples’ heads.
“I’ll never find him,” I cry. “I don’t even know where to look.”
And then I hear it. A whisper on the breeze. So faint, at first I think I’ve imagined it.
“Emmy! ”
I spin around, grabbing Kitty. “Did you hear that?”
She shakes her head.
Again. “Emmy!”
“Papa?” I turn around and around until I am dizzy. The crowd closes in, and I can’t see anything.
“There!” Kitty shouts, pulling my arm.
She is pointing up toward the sky, at a sailing ship docked along the quay. Its sails are down. There is someone clinging to the mast, about halfway up. A man. He’s waving.
He’s waving at me and calling my name. “Emmy!”
“Papa!” I scream so hard my throat burns. I push past people, ducking and dodging to get through. I reach the sailing ship and teeter on the edge of the quay. The dark waters below me slop against the side of the ship, and the mooring rope creaks. I squint up at the mast. It is empty. The man is gone.
“Papa!” I whip around in a blur of strangers.
Then his arms are around me, and I am sobbing and clinging to him so tightly that no one will ever make me let go again.
“I’m here, darling, I’m here,” Papa says over and over, holding on just as tightly to me.
We are crying and laughing, hugging and separating and hugging again.
When the tears have stopped, I take Kitty’s hand. “Papa, this is Lady Catherine Allen, but everyone calls her Kitty.”
Papa’s breath catches. “Allen? Do you know Radcliffe Allen?”
“He was my father,” Kitty says, looking confused.
“I knew him. We were in the same prison camp,” Papa says, taking Kitty’s hand. “I’m sorry he didn’t make it.”
Kitty’s eyes brim with tears.
“Kitty took care of me in the camp,” I say.
She smiles. “We took care of each other. You have a remarkable young lady here.”
“Don’t I know it.” Papa grins. Then he grows serious. “Emmy, listen, we can’t stay in Batavia. It’s not safe. The new nationalist government has declared independence from the Dutch. There’s going to be more fighting.”
I look at all the people jostling around us, trying to leave. “I know, the American soldiers told us.”
“I had hoped we could leave today,” Papa says. “But the first tickets I could get are for tomorrow. I’ve booked us passage to Rotterdam. And from there, we’ll go to England.”
“Tomorrow?” I cry. “We can’t just leave! What about Bakti and Ibu Lia? What about Kitty?”
“I bought extra tickets, just in case,” Papa says. “Kitty, you are welcome to have one if you want it.”
Kitty nods. “I’ll think about it, thank you.”
“I’ve also booked us rooms at Hotel Batavia for tonight,” Papa says, putting his arms out and shepherding me and Kitty back through the crowds of people. “Hope you two don’t mind bunking together.”
The thought of leaving Batavia without saying goodbye to Mama’s grave, or talking to Bakti or Ibu Lia one last time, makes me dig my heels in. And on top of that, I have to find out if Mr. Yukoshima is all right.
I catch Papa’s sleeve. “Wait! Can’t we go home? Bakti and Ibu Lia might be there, and we can’t leave Batavia without seeing it one last time. Please?”
“It might not be safe, darling,” Papa says, touching my cheek. “I was going to head over myself after we’ve checked in at the hotel.” But when he sees my chin trembling, he gives in. “All right then, Emmy. Let’s go home.”
  
When we pull up in front of our house in Lembangweg, it takes all my willpower not to barrel up the path and burst through the front door.
Papa makes me and Kitty wait in the taxi while he checks it is safe. My knee jiggles with impatience, and I hold Kitty’s hand, willing it all to be okay. He’s gone for ages, but when he finally waves the all clear, I bolt out of the car, not even bothering to close the door behind me.
I am home.
“You’ll never guess who I found,” Papa says, a sneaky twinkle in his eye. He steps aside, and behind him is . . .
“Ibu Lia!” I nearly bowl her over with the force of my hug.
“Welcome home, child.” She puts her soft arms around me, and I breath her in.
“I waited for the dawn,” I say. “Just like you and Mama said.”
She kisses the top of my head. “It always comes.”
Her long hair is short now, and she is thinner than she was before. But her shining eyes are still the same.
“Were you in the jungle all this time?” I say.
“Yes, child.”
I think of Violet and how she blows a gasket over bugs, no matter how tiny. So different from Ibu Lia, who is calm like the sunrise. But living in the jungle for so long . . .
“It was not so bad,” Ibu Lia says, reading my mind. “But I am glad to be home.” She smiles with her whole face.
I put my arms around her waist and bury my head against her warm skin. “Thank you, Ibu Lia. For everything you’ve ever done for me. I’m sorry it took me so long to say it.”
Just then, the front door opens, and there is Bakti. He stops dead in his tracks, his face tight with confusion. But then he sees me, and his whole body relaxes.
“Bakti, young man!” Papa strides over to him, hand outstretched.
“Sir,” Bakti greets him with a grin, glancing over at me while Papa pumps his arm and slaps his shoulder.
I smile back at him, feeling an odd mixture of relief and awkwardness. Bakti greets his mom, then shakes Kitty’s hand before turning to me. “Boy, am I glad to see you,” he says. “Apparently, you didn’t show up for roll call this morning.”
“Roll call?” I frown. “You mean in Tjideng?”
“Bakti has gone to Tjideng every day to try to negotiate your release,” Ibu Lia says, beaming.
Bakti smiles shyly. “Yeah, except the American soldiers wouldn’t even let me see you. But I would have worn them down eventually.”
I stare at him, dumbfounded.
“Told you I’d come back for you,” he says, quietly. Then he clears his throat. “So, how’d you get out? They were being really strict about letting people leave.”
“She hoodwinked a gullible Red Cross ambulance driver,” Kitty says, winking at me.
Bakti snorts. “Of course she did.”
Papa squeezes my shoulder. “That’s my girl. Strong and clever and brave.”
My cheeks flush, partly because everyone is looking at me, but mostly because I didn’t feel any of those things when it was all happening. Then Papa asks Ibu Lia about the jungle, and Kitty wants to know how they found food and where they slept, and the three of them start chatting away.
I try to follow along, but all I really want to do is talk to Bakti. There is so much I want to say to him before I leave tomorrow, so much we need to talk about, but it is impossible with everyone here. I keep glancing at him, and once or twice catch him looking at me.
After a while, he says, “Hey, did Ibu tell you that Mr. Yukoshima is all right?”
“Oh! Is he?” I exclaim so loudly that Papa, Kitty, and Ibu Lia stop talking and look at me.
“He was arrested,” Bakti says. “But they let him go when the war ended, didn’t they, Ibu?”
Ibu Lia nods, then says to Papa, “He has been trying to find you all this time. But it’s been impossible. No one would give him any information because they thought he was a Japanese spy.”
“Can we see him?” I ask. “It’s my fault he was arrested. Please, Papa, before we go?”
“Your fault he was arrested?” Papa says, wide-eyed.
“A story for later.” I half smile. “Can we telephone him?”
“I can go and fetch him if you like. Bring him here?” Bakti offers.
“Ah, excellent idea. Thank you, Bakti,” Papa says.
Bakti shoots me a look. “I’ll be back in a bit.”
When he’s gone, Papa, Kitty, and I walk through the house, surveilling the damage. Our little house has just about survived the war. It has a few broken windows, most of our furniture is gone, and a thick layer of dust coats everything else, but it still feels like home.
As we go from room to room, we tell Kitty about our lives here before the war, and about Mama. Remembering it all fills me with so much love, I could burst. And tomorrow, I have to leave it all behind. The bittersweetness of it makes me ache inside.
Mr. Yukoshima and Bakti arrive in a betjak overflowing with baskets of food. We meet them at the door, and Ibu Lia takes the baskets and rushes off to the kitchen, pulling Kitty in with her.
Papa greets Mr. Yukoshima first, bowing then shaking his hand. “Good to see you, old friend.”
I feel a rush of nerves when it’s my turn, but Mr. Yukoshima smiles at me, and bows. “Home at last, my granddaughter. Watashi no mago.”
I bow deeply. “I am very sorry you were arrested,” I blurt. “It was all my fault—”
Mr. Yukoshima raises his hand before I can finish. He peers at me over his spectacles. “No need, Emmy-chan. The war is over, and here we are, stronger than ever. I heard you saved your friend. There are not many who would have been brave enough to go back for the sake of another. You deserve much honor.”
“Completely selfless,” Bakti says, nudging me. “And completely nuts.”
“Almost as nuts as sneaking around Tjideng, leaving food for me.” I smile, nudging him back.
Papa shuts his gaping mouth long enough to say, “What on earth have you all been getting up to this whole time?”
Mr. Yukoshima chuckles. “That is a story for later, when our bellies are full. Come, we have much else to discuss.” He walks to the study, beckoning Papa to follow, leaving Bakti and me alone in the empty entrance hall.



CHAPTER 51
Bakti shoves his hands in his pockets and stares at the floor. “We didn’t really get to talk much before. In Tjideng, I mean.”
I shake my head. An awkward silence hangs between us. I know I should say something, but I don’t know where to start.
Ibu Lia saves us by poking her head out of the kitchen. “You two, see if you can find any fruit in the garden for our meal. Go. Go.”
We head obediently out through the front door and walk around the side of the house, our feet crunching on the gravel path, now overgrown with weeds. Bakti heads to the rambutan tree, and I follow him, a lump rising in my throat. The last time we were here, things didn’t go very well.
It’s a stiflingly hot afternoon, and the cool shade of the tree is wonderful. Rotting rambutans litter the ground, smelling sickly sweet.
Bakti kicks a soggy rambutan; it hits the base of the trunk and explodes. “They got him, you know. Captain Sonei, I mean. Found him in the back of a truck, trying to escape to Japan. He’s going to be charged for war crimes.” He makes a strange noise, somewhere between a sigh and a growl. “I was a colossal idiot. I got everything wrong.”
“Not everything,” I say softly.
“I thought the Japanese would free us from the Dutch, but all along they just wanted our country for themselves . . .” He looks at me, his eyes filled with regret. “What they did to you, Emmy . . . I had no idea it would be like that.”
“They did it to all of us,” I say. “They tricked you, and they tortured us. But, Bakti, we survived. I don’t know what would have happened to me if you hadn’t been there.”
He shakes his head sadly. “It took me too long to realize the truth of what was happening. I should have been there sooner.” His face softens then, and his eyes twinkle mischievously. “Even if it was just to save you from Violet.”
“She’s different now.” I giggle. “You’d like her. She even ate wormy rice in the end without gagging.”
He smiles. “If you say so.”
“I’m serious.” I grin. “She made me promise to tell you thank you for saving her life, and sorry for, you know . . . being Violet.”
Bakti raises one eyebrow. “Wow, she actually said that?”
I pull a face at him. We are finally starting to feel like the old us. “So, what happened to make you decide to find me?” I ask.
Bakti frowns. “Do you really want to know?”
I’m not sure that I do, but I nod.
Bakti stares up into the tree’s branches as if grappling for a way to start. “So, when I joined the Japanese army, they had me running errands all over Batavia, delivering official letters, that sort of thing. It was great at first—I was doing something important, you know, furthering the cause. It wasn’t long before I started to hear stories about how the Japanese were oppressing my people, how they took the good food for themselves, while the rest of the country starved. But I didn’t want to believe it.
“Then, after a while, I was sent to work in a place called the Bicycle Camp prison. What I saw there . . .” He trails off. “I began to understand that the Japanese had lied to us. They were not liberators. They made slaves of my people and tortured yours. I knew I had to find you, so I took leave and came here, but you’d all been taken. So I went to Mr. Yukoshima. Ibu had told him where you were before she went into the jungle. I asked for a transfer to Tjideng, but it took much longer than I hoped.”
“But I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me you were there.”
He plunges his hands into his pockets and sighs. “I told you, I was ashamed . . . of how I’d treated you, and of what they were doing to you.” He shudders. “I was so angry with the world, Emmy. With the injustice of it all. I guess I still am. I was going to tell you I was there, I swear, but when I saw you from a distance, saw how bad Tjideng was, and how you were suffering . . . I just couldn’t face you. I figured I could do more good from a distance.”
“You almost broke my leg throwing that plank at me in the food shed, you know.” I smile.
Bakti snorts. “When I discovered Pak Farouk had been given the imperial seal of approval to feed the soldiers, I knew that was your way out. I had to make sure you saw the crate somehow. You were fast, though. I really had to leg it.”
“I’m glad I saw you, before I escaped,” I say. “Even if it was a bit weird.”
He stares at me, wide-eyed. “Escape being the operative word. You weren’t supposed to come back, you know. We had a plan.” He shakes his head, but a half smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. “You’re the only girl in the world who runs toward a war and not away from it.”
I want to tell him something, but I’m not quite sure how to say it. “Before the war, I . . . I never ever meant to make you feel like you were less important. The air raid shelter, tricking you about the docks, ditching you on the tram, you getting arrested . . . I see now. It was all wrong. It’s just that, sometimes it’s really hard to question why things are the way they are if they’ve always been that way, you know? But I was selfish, and blind to the truth. I’m really sorry.”
Bakti smiles. “Thanks, Emmy, that means a lot. Things are gonna change now. It’s already happening. My country has declared independence. It is not called the Dutch East Indies anymore. Its new name is Indonesia. And Batavia is called Jakarta.”
“Indonesia. Jakarta,” I repeat. They are good names.
“We have a new leader,” Bakti says, his eyes lighting up. “President Sukarno. My country . . . our country will finally be free.”
“Our country,” I breathe. “Indonesia is my home, but it’s not really my country, is it? I’ve always been a guest here, haven’t I, just like Mr. Yukoshima said?”
Bakti sighs. “It’s really complicated. Indonesia won’t be Dutch anymore, but that doesn’t mean you can’t love it like you always have. It’s the country of your birth and of your heart, Emmy. Just like it’s the country of mine.”
I look up through the branches of the rambutan tree. Bakti is right. Indonesia and Jakarta will always be a part of me, and I will carry them with me for the rest of my life . . . wherever that will be.
“What will you do now?” I sniff.
Bakti stands up straight, and I notice again how grown-up he looks. “The Dutch haven’t recognized Indonesia’s independence yet. It’s going to take some time, years maybe, so I’m going to join the fight for independence.”
I let his words sink in. Part of me wants us to go back to normal—for Bakti to carry on living at the back of the garden, for him to walk me home from school every day, for us to go swimming and exploring just like we used to. But the other part of me, the more grown-up part, knows that our old life is gone. The war has changed the world. It has changed us.
“It wouldn’t be safe for me to stay, would it?” My voice is trembling. The thought of leaving is almost too much to bear.
He shakes his head, and I have to look away with the sadness of it all.
“I don’t know where I belong anymore,” I say. “I’m too foreign for Indonesia, and too different for Europe. I just want to be me.”
He takes my hand and squeezes it tight. “You belong to many places, Emmy. You have roots and wings, remember? That’s your gift.”
We stand there in the dappled light of the rambutan tree. After tomorrow, I have no idea if I’ll ever see him again, but I know Bakti will always be in my heart, just like I will always be in his.
Eventually, he bends down and picks up a rotten rambutan. “Wormy rice, you say?”
I back away. “Don’t you dare!”
He throws it at me.
I duck, as the mushy fruit flies over my head. “Bakti!” I grab an oozing rambutan and take aim. “You are so going to regret that!”



CHAPTER 52
A little while later, we are all sitting on the floor of the veranda, eating and talking and watching the shadows lengthen. I can hardly believe that we are all together: Papa, Ibu Lia, Bakti, Kitty, Mr. Yukoshima, and me.
The only ones missing are Violet and Toby, but Papa says they’re together and will be evacuated soon to the Netherlands. It’ll be Violet’s first time ever going to the country she is “from.” I wonder if she’ll get culture shock in her own country. Or if I will in England.
The food is simple but delicious. Rice, a little meat, stewed vegetables flavored with garlic and ginger. And of course, rambutans. We eat with our hands and in our ragged clothes, chewing each mouthful slowly because our stomachs are still not used to food. At first, talking is difficult because the usual questions like how are you? or what have you been up to? are impossible to answer.
Eventually I say, “Violet and I saved a python,” and then we are off, talking, laughing, and crying as we share our stories one after the next.
Later, after Mr. Yukoshima has left and Bakti and Ibu Lia have gone to their hut in the garden, I start sorting through my things that lie scattered all over my bedroom floor. There are newspapers, books, and clothes lying everywhere. My scrapbook of newspaper headlines has been torn to shreds. My favorite necklace and my kingfisher brooch are gone, along with my shoes and all of my best dresses, even my school uniform. My atlas is also gone. 
On my hands and knees, sneezing from the thick dust, I find it scrunched up under my bed—Mama’s turquoise cardigan. I lie down on my bed and wrap myself in its softness, my whole body flooded with relief. Her smell envelops me, and it’s as if she is right there.
There is a noise on the veranda, and I strain to listen. Papa and Kitty are talking in low voices. I climb out of my window and see them sitting on the top step, their faces lit up by the soft orange glow of an oil lamp.
“Your father, Raddy, was a good man,” I hear Papa say as I pad over to them. He opens his arms, and I slot in between them. Kitty smiles at me, but there is a sadness in her eyes.
“Pakan Baru was a bad place,” Papa continues. “We worked all day building a railway through the jungle. The railway to nowhere, we called it. But Raddy always had a great sense of humor, and he was so very proud of his brave, spirited daughter. He spoke of you often.”
Kitty is sitting very still, hugging her knees and staring out into the darkness. Her tear-stained cheek glistens in the lamplight.
I take her hand. “You can come and live with us if you want, can’t she, Papa?” I say.
“Of course she can, darling, but I think Kitty may have plans of her own,” he replies. We both look at her again.
“I think I need to go back to England,” Kitty says in a sort of strangled way, as if saying it out loud makes it real. “Mommy needs me now. She won’t be able to run the estate by herself.”
Papa nods. “The passage to Rotterdam is yours if you want it. And you can journey on to England with us too.”
Kitty stares out into the garden and lets out a sob. “Batavia is the only home I’ve ever known . . . the only one I can remember, anyway. The only things I remember about England are crumpets and oak trees.”
“Well, that’s a start, isn’t it?” Papa says gently, and in that moment, I could not love him more.
“Yes, I suppose it is.” Kitty stands up. “Thank you for welcoming me into your home, and for being so wonderful.” She walks slowly into the house, leaving Papa and me alone.
Papa turns down the oil lamp, and we sit in the delicious darkness. A spray of stars glitters over our heads, and chirping crickets fill the air with their chorus.
“There’s something I didn’t tell you earlier,” I say.
I tell him about Mama, how she came to me under the Djamboe tree, how she filled me with light and gave me the strength to fight. “She said she’s always with me, and I don’t have to run away anymore.” Then I tell him more, about the ball game on the day she died, about feeling like it was all my fault, and about the darkness and fear Mama chased away with her warm light.
Papa listens, his shoulders shuddering silently. He puts his arm around me, his eyes filled with wonder. “I felt her, too, in the jungle. I think she gave me the strength to carry on, to survive so I could find you.”
“She was looking after us both all along,” I whisper, feeling the warm light deep inside me flicker.
Papa hugs me tightly. “From now on, Emmy darling, you get to decide what you want to do. Whatever you choose, I will support you.”
I take a deep breath. The smell of the jungle hangs faintly in the air.
“I know now, Papa. I want to sing.”



AUTHOR’S NOTE
My Oma (that’s Dutch for
grandma) used to tell wonderful stories about her life—about traveling to Asia or Africa on rough seas where only the bravest souls dared leave their cabins to venture out on deck; about trekking in the Sumatran jungle with her explorer parents, braving tigers and mosquitoes, searching for oil; and about garden parties with peacocks and satin gloves and melting crepes.
One day, when I was maybe fourteen, I asked Oma Emmy to tell me about her life in Indonesia during World War II . . . and we carried on talking about it for the next twenty-five years. She told me about her life in Batavia and the years she spent in prisoner of war camps, Tjideng in particular.
When I grew up, I would visit her in her sunny apartment in The Hague, the Netherlands, and my questions about the war focused less on what happened, and more on how she felt during her years as a prisoner. I’d ask things like, “Were you afraid?” (Sometimes.) “Did you ever worry that you would die like so many others?” (Never. Dying was not an option.) “How did you live in such terrible conditions for so many years?” (I always remembered to laugh.) Her memories were crystal clear. She used to say, “It happened sixty years ago, but it still feels like yesterday.”
On one visit, we were talking about life in Southeast Asia—I had just moved from Ho Chi Minh City in Vietnam to Bangkok, Thailand—and how different our experiences were: hers in the 1930s and mine in the early 2000s. I remember her telling me how, when the war ended, they took down the bamboo fences and Tjideng went back to being part of the city of Batavia . . . or Jakarta, as it was renamed after the war.
It was a lightbulb moment. What if I could go to Jakarta and find Tjideng? I asked Oma to come with me, but she said no. Talking about Tjideng was one thing, but she had absolutely no desire to go there in person.
Finding a concentration camp that no longer exists in a city of ten million people wasn’t as easy as I thought. Those were the days before smartphones and Google Maps, when you couldn’t just punch in an address and zoom electronically to anywhere in the world with street view. So, Oma Emmy drew me a map of how she remembered Tjideng, and over the next few weeks, I trawled the internet, piecing together every clue I could find on where in Jakarta the camp might be.
A few months later, I flew to Jakarta to visit my friend Erika and her new baby, but I was also determined to find Tjideng. I met a driver called Ali and asked him if he had ever heard of it.
“Yes!” he replied. “From the war. But it is called Cideng now.” He agreed to take me the next day.
So, with Oma’s hand-drawn map in my hand, and my heart in my mouth, we drove two hours through the streets of Jakarta toward the western edge of the city. It’s an enormous metropolis, and if you ever find yourself there one day, add in lots of extra time to get anywhere because the traffic jams are legendary. I remember feeling really nervous. Would there be any trace of the war left? How would it feel to actually be in the place where Oma Emmy spent her darkest years?
Eventually, we turned right across a bridge over a narrow canal, and Ali stopped the car. “We are here. This is Cideng.”
I climbed out and looked around. We were on a busy, tree-lined street with shops and houses, broken sidewalks, and low-hanging electricity cables. Motorbikes weaved around slow-moving cars, the general hubbub of modern city life. At first glance, Tjideng was long gone.
The small bridge over the canal was behind us, and looking at Oma’s map, I saw she had drawn the same bridge as the entrance to Tjideng. Holding her map up, I turned it around in my hands until her bridge and the real bridge matched up. And that’s when the veil of time fell away, and Tjideng from the 1940s began to emerge.
I was standing in what used to be Laan Trivelli (now called Tanah Abang II), just a few yards from where the main gate to the camp would have been. Oma had marked it clearly on her map. I looked around to see if anything else matched. On my right, the building she drew as the hospital (the Juliana School before the war) was now a modern office block with shiny blue windows. The house next door looked like it could be older, but the fence was so overgrown I couldn’t see much.
Then I looked across the road.
No . . . it couldn’t be . . .
Three white bungalows in a row, each with a sloped tiled roof. I checked Oma’s map, and there they were, drawn as neat little squares. Above the square in the middle, she’d written House Two—my house.
It was still standing, barely changed in seventy years. I stood at its little front gate, looking up the manicured garden path that led to the front door, and tried to imagine how it had looked during the war: the scrubby kitchen; the water trough that hardly ever worked; the filth in the streets; the lines of laundry hanging everywhere; and Oma, sleeping in a cupboard with her best friend, Violet.
I spent the rest of the afternoon wandering around Tjideng, using Oma’s perfectly drawn map to peel back the layers of history, until I could picture the camp and conjure up the slimmest notion of what it might have been like for her and the 9,999 other prisoners of war. The central kitchen was now an informal convenience store—the type that sits right on the street, selling all sorts of things, from washing powder to tinned food and, somewhat ironically, bags of rice.
Truth be told, it was hard to look past the coffee shops and car dealerships, the zooming motorbikes and hooting cars. Without Oma’s map in my hands and her stories in my head, Tjideng was just another busy modern neighborhood.
But House Two held magic. Here, I could see Tjideng perfectly. Here, I could picture the main gate, the bamboo fence, the trucks rolling in and out bringing more and more prisoners until the camp and everyone in it was at breaking point. Here, I could picture Oma waking up, going to tenko in the street in front of the house, bowing for hours in the hot sun. I could see her walking to the central kitchen for kitchen duty, perhaps even arm in arm with Violet. Here was where Oma Emmy faced her darkest days, where she spent three and a half years clinging to the hope that she would survive and see her family again. Here, perhaps on this exact spot, was where Lady Mountbatten handed her a scrap of toilet paper with words hastily scribbled on it: I’m alive.
Go to the docks. The words that ended Emmy’s war.
Standing in front of House Two, it hit me. I exist because Oma Emmy survived.
I took out my Nokia brick phone (ask your parents what that is) and called Oma in The Hague. When she answered, I said, “You’ll never guess where I am.”
  
In writing this story, I have stayed true to almost everything Oma told me from her stories, as well as my own historical research. Her house in Lembangweg; the rambutan tree; the parties; building an air raid shelter in the garden; the refugees at the docks—these are all true. I have also kept the camp true to life. House Two; Emmy’s cupboard; kitchen duty; the weevilly rice; tenko; sweeping the street; the fruit on the coffins; Captain Sonei being “moonstruck”; Lady Mountbatten; the message on toilet paper; the mad dash across war-torn Batavia in a Red Cross ambulance, and so many more—all of these things are a true part of Oma Emmy’s incredible story.
But I say “almost everything” because this is a work of fiction, and some liberties have been taken to make the story flow. For example, there is no historical evidence that Captain Sonei could speak or understand Melayu. I gifted him this ability so that he could communicate with Emmy, who was in fact fluent in real life. Also, Captain Sonei was moved to another camp three months before the end of the war. I kept him in Tjideng until the very end.
Another liberty was Emmy’s escape in the back of the fruit truck. The idea for the escape came from Oma Emmy and her stories. She dreamed about escaping in lots of different ways but didn’t ever try.
In the book, Emmy and Violet go from frenemies to besties. In real life, Oma Emmy and Violet were always best friends. Just like in the book, Violet lived in a big white mansion in Batavia, and she and Emmy were indeed captured together. On the Tjideng register, Emmy’s prisoner number is 83, and Violet’s is 84, which shows they were processed together on arrival at Tjideng, just as Oma remembered. Their friendship spanned more than seventy years, and they saw each other regularly after the war. Both lived well into their nineties.
Oma Emmy was twenty-five when she was sent to Tjideng. Her husband, my Opa Jan, had been arrested months earlier and interned in the infamous Pakan Baru camp on the island of Sumatra, where prisoners built a railway line through the jungle. It’s a miracle he survived. Many didn’t. He and Oma Emmy didn’t see each other for the next five years, until the legendary toilet paper note. In this story, Emmy is twelve when she enters Tjideng and fourteen by the end of the war. But Songbird was never meant to be an exact narrative of Oma Emmy’s life. Instead, this story is a tribute to her enormous strength, her tenacity, and her humility in the face of one of history’s most brutal episodes.
And finally, a note on language. Dutch was the official language of the Dutch East Indies, and this is the language spoken in the book, for the most part. My Oma Emmy was fluent in four languages, and in the story, Emmy code switches both culturally and linguistically, especially when speaking to Bakti in Melayu and Kitty or Lou in English. Where necessary, for the sake of clarity, I have identified the language spoken. All other times, assume the characters are speaking Dutch.
Oma Emmy lived to be ninety-four. After the war, she lived in Asia, Europe, and Africa—a true global citizen. Emmy and Jan had four sons, thirteen grandchildren, and fourteen great-grandchildren (and counting). But Oma Emmy didn’t believe her life was extraordinary. So many times, I said to her, “I would never have had the strength to survive like you did.” She would chuckle and say, “Of course you would. None of us know the strength we have until we need it.”



FURTHER 
INFORMATION
Where is the Dutch East Indies?
The Dutch East Indies is modern-day Indonesia. Its old capital, Batavia, where The Songbird and the Rambutan Tree is set, is the modern-day city of Jakarta.
Indonesia is the largest country in Southeast Asia, with a population of approximately 274 million people as of 2021. It is an island nation made up of 17,500 islands (7,000 of which are uninhabited). The biggest islands are Java, Sumatra, Borneo, Sulawesi, and New Guinea. Indonesia has the Indian Ocean on one side and the Pacific Ocean on the other, and is wedged between Australia to the south and Malaysia to the north.
Why were there so many Dutch people living in Indonesia before World War II?
In 1940, there were about 300,000 Dutch nationals living in the Dutch East Indies, out of a population of 68 million. It all started about four hundred years earlier, in 1596, when the first Dutch ships came across the islands of what is now known as Indonesia. Those early traders found something more valuable than gold: spices! Nutmeg, pepper, cloves, and cinnamon—these were exciting taste explosions that wealthy Europeans paid silly prices for back home. The Dutch colonized the Dutch East Indies in 1814, and because the journey from the Netherlands to Batavia took only six and a half months (with a stop in Cape Town, South Africa, to replenish supplies), Dutch people flocked to the Dutch East Indies to make their fortunes. So when the Japanese invaded the Dutch East Indies in February 1942, they found a thriving Dutch expat community that needed dealing with!
Why did Japan invade the Dutch East Indies?
The Dutch East Indies had vast amounts of crude oil, which Japan needed. Why did Japan need it? Because Japan was an imperial power. It needed crude oil to make petroleum to fuel its bomber planes and navy ships so it could invade the countries around it and build its empire. The Imperial Army began invading neighboring countries long before World War II, and by 1942, Japan had control over parts of China, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Singapore, Burma, Vietnam, Cambodia, Malaya, and the Dutch East Indies, as well as other smaller territories.
Did the people of Indonesia want Japan to invade them?
Many did. The people of the Dutch East Indies believed that Japan would free them from the Dutch. One of Japan’s mottos was “Asia for Asians,” which sounded very enticing to a population oppressed by Dutch colonial rule for so long. Just like Bakti, many Indonesians welcomed the Japanese and rejoiced when the Dutch lost control of Batavia in March 1942. In fact, when the Japanese army entered Batavia, the local population lined the streets and cheered. Unfortunately, they soon discovered that the Japanese were not the liberators they’d believed them to be. The Japanese military treated the local population terribly. Indonesians were forced from their homes or captured and sent into slavery, and a great famine killed millions because the Japanese military took all the food for their soldiers. By the end of the war in 1945, Indonesia wanted independence. But they would have to fight to get it.
How many Japanese prisoner of war camps were there? And what were they like?
There were more than 350. In every country Japan invaded, the Japanese set up prisoner of war (or internment) camps. They were created to imprison the European and American populations already living in those countries. There were civilian camps for women and girls, and military camps for captured Allied soldiers, boys who were too old for the women’s camps, and male civilians too old to fight.
In the Dutch East Indies, between 1942 and 1945, the Japanese imprisoned 142,000 Europeans, Americans, and Australians in internment camps. Forty-two thousand of them were soldiers and other military servicemen. One hundred thousand prisoners of war were civilian women and children. Conditions in the camps were terrible. They were overcrowded, sanitation was poor, and people died of disease and starvation. One in six civilian women and children died in the camps.
Who was Captain Sonei?
Captain Kenichi Sonei was camp commander of Tjideng from April 1944 to June 1945. He was known to be extraordinarily cruel to the prisoners. He was convicted of war crimes and executed in 1946.
When did Indonesia gain its independence?
The end of World War II in August 1945 did not bring peace to Indonesia. As soon as Japan surrendered, Indonesia declared its independence. But this new independence was not recognized by the colonial Dutch government, which wanted Indonesia to remain a part of the Dutch empire. So, Indonesia plunged into a four-year battle for independence from the Dutch. The Indonesian War of Independence, also called the Indonesian National Revolution, was led by Sukarno, who was Indonesia’s first president from 1945 to 1967. On December 27, 1949, Indonesia finally became independent.
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“Abendanon’s rich descriptions will have kids pulling out maps to
learn more about the world, and the action-packed sequences and
powerful emotions will keep their attention as they follow Emmy’s
brave journey through an internment camp of World War II. The
Songbird and the Rambutan Tree introduces young readers to the
darkness of war, the promise of light, and the spirit of a girl who
won't quit.”

—Catherine Arguelles, author of Flip Tirn:

“The Songbird and the Rambutan Tree is a powerful story of finding
courage and hope amid the brutality of war. Abendanon has shed
light on a heartbreaking piece of history that will have young
readers wanting to learn more long after finishing the book. Bravo!”
—Lisa Schmid, author of Ollie Oxley and the Ghost.
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“This is an astonishingly good book. I love the sounds and smells
of Emmy’s life in the exotic Dutch East Indies, and I love her
strength, passion, and determination facing the evils of a prisoner-
of-war camp. I liked it even more when I found it was based on
an extraordinary true story. The book is difficult, stunning, and
compelling. You've got to read it!”
—Karen Cushman, Newbery Award-winning author
of The Midwife's Apprentice

“The Songbird and the Rambutan Tree is a triumph of a debut! It is so
beautifully written and evocative, while also being quite a page-
turner. The rooting in the author’s family history is compelling,
providing a less-covered perspective on World War II. The way this
story negotiates race, privilege, and the complex nuance of cultural
identity is thoughtful and challenges white readers to question the
unjust systems we're knowingly and unknowingly a part of. This
book does everything I want from historical fiction: shedding light
on less-told stories from the past, while also speaking to our current
world. Readers—especially third culture and multicultural kids—
will resonate with Emmy and her journey to find her voice and what
it means to ‘belong to many places.”

—Meg Eden Kuyatt, author of Good Different

“The Songbird and the Rambutan Tree is one of those remarkable books
where the writing is so lovely that I wanted to slow down and savor
every word, but the story is so compelling that I had to turn the
pages quickly to see what would happen next. This novel is a true
gem and one that will stay with me for a very long time.”

—Sydney Dunlap, author of It Happened on Saturday





