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prologue



I roll over on to my back and open my eyes. The world has not ended overnight: the cloudless sky is pink where the sun is rising over the sea. I squeeze my eyes tight shut and try again. If I concentrate hard enough, perhaps I will be able to wake up at home.


I try with all my might to create my own bedroom in Brighton around me. The sand under my back becomes a mattress, the tatty sarong a duvet. The shifting, snoring people around me are transformed into my beautiful Daisy, sleeping just across the landing.


Much of the time I do not believe life on this island is real. I am strangely certain that I could pull myself home if I tried hard enough. I give it everything I have, this morning. If I wake up at home, I will appreciate everything I have like never before.


It doesn’t work, of course. It never does. The beach is still there. The water that imprisons us here is still lapping on the shore like something from a travel agent’s twisted brochure. I pull myself into a sitting position and look around. The sea is glimmering in the breaking dawn, and it is flat. This morning’s air is perfectly still. The sand is exactly the way it always is. No boat is visible on the horizon. No one has come in the night to rescue us. Nothing has changed. We have been stuck here for many days. Nobody has counted; the time has drifted by. We are still alive, all seven of us, though one is ill and at least one other is mad. The rest of them are still sleeping, so I stand up and pad away, savouring time on my own. I walk to the edge of the jungle, listening to its sounds. Everything in there is waking up. The rainforest teems with life. From the smallest insect to the giant lumbering dinosaur lizards, the inhabitants of the island’s interior are harmless, to us if not each other. There are no tigers in there, no rabid monkeys. What peril there is probably comes from the mosquitoes.


My hair is straw. I dread to think how leathery my face has become: it is peeling in places, though we still have a little sunscreen left. I am wearing the bikini and sarong I happened to have on when this started. If I had known what I was heading towards, I would have worn something sturdier and brought supplies. The sarong used to be pink with gold lamé at the edge. I was pleased when I bought it in Accessorize at Gatwick. Now it is greyish and the gold thread is broken and sticking out everywhere. There are three holes in it. This is a rubbish sarong. I never expected, when I bought it, that it would become the sole thing I owned.


If it weren’t for Daisy, back at home wondering what has become of me, I would set out into the sea and swim until my body gave up. As it is, I just have to wait.


The day stretches ahead. All we do is find food and fetch water. We have no energy for anything but the struggle to stay alive. This is no life at all. I lean against a tree and sob. This is where I will die. We will all die here, and we know it. I hope it happens soon.





chapter one



Four weeks earlier


When the hotel spa opens at seven, I am there, my bikini under my clothes, ready to swim. I see no one but the man behind the desk, who smiles warmly and hands me a fluffy white towel before going back to his newspaper.


The floor is dark marble with a decking pathway leading to the pool to stop you slipping. I pass showers with heads the size of dinner plates. The areas are separated from one another by bamboo screens. It all feels hugely luxurious, a million splendid miles from my messy little terraced house at home. The warm air cossets me like a duvet. Everything is perfect. I have never been to a spa before; now I never want to leave.


I hope no one will notice that I am an impostor. I am not the kind of woman who comes to a place like this, yet I am doing, I think, a reasonable job of pretending to be one. Simply being a Westerner seems to be good enough. I stand in front of a mirror in the changing area. It is dimly and flatteringly lit, and if I toss my hair back and pose in a certain way, I can make myself look like the person I want to be. I can pass for a confident traveller who is here on her own because she likes it that way. At least the divorce has made me lose weight. I had my hair coloured before I came away, and now I see that my disguise is adequate for the moment.


No one will look at me and guess that I am petrified of everything. It is, though, unusual for a woman in her later thirties to be wandering around Asia on her own, so perhaps an observer might briefly wonder what has brought me here.


I do not look like a middle-class drunk, a comically inadequate wife, a badly dressed mother who turns up at the school gates too late and who has to go and find her daughter sitting, mortified, in the office. No school office staff would wrinkle their noses at the smell of lunchtime wine coming off this woman. No husband would declare himself bored senseless by her stupid behaviour.


Rather than having a window, the pool is open to the outside world, high up where no one could possibly see in. I am on the second floor up here, and all that is visible is a few clouds and some treetops. The air is steamy and hot.


I test the pool’s water with a toe: predictably, it is gorgeously warm. Soon I am ploughing up and down, counting so that I can make sure I have done it twenty times before I allow myself to succumb to the massaging jets that ring the pool’s fringes. Then I try each of them in turn: the jacuzzi, the overhead shower with its magical water pressure that pummels my shoulders when I stand below it, the shelf to lie down on, just below the pool’s surface, where hundreds of little jets spring up below and pound the body with a surprising force.


I lounge in the steam room for ten minutes, and wonder whether I could forget the grand plan and the paradise beach and spend the full three weeks right here.


I sit down to breakfast calmer than I have been for years. I now understand why women rush to spas squealing about ‘pampering’, a word that has always been guaranteed to lead me directly into homicidal rage. I would still rather poke my eyes out with the serious-looking fruit knife in front of me than be “pampered”, but I can, now, see the appeal of the spa. It is a hugely indulgent misappropriation of the world’s water and energy resources, but I cannot help loving it (and that is why humanity is doomed, encapsulated in one idle thought).


It is easy, now, to convince myself that I am enjoying the freedom of being alone. With the guidebook propped open under the edge of my plate, I work to renew my motivation to leave the city and head, tomorrow morning, towards the island. On the island, the sea will be my spa. Lying on the sand will be my pampering. And I will be in touch with nature, not cloistered away from it with other paying customers.


Theoretically, you should not have to fly thousands of miles and then set off on an epic land journey on your own, just to prove a point to an ex-husband who has told you you would be ‘incapable of organising fucking Mass at the Vatican’.


‘You couldn’t organise Mass at the Vatican either,’ I retorted, when he said that. ‘Imagine the pressure. All those little things you’d have to get right. And you’re not a Catholic – you’d have no more idea how to go about it than I would. We are both entirely incapable of organising Mass at the Vatican.’


Chris rolled his eyes. ‘We are a match made in heaven,’ he said as he walked away. He used to do the eye-roll whenever I spoke. I am here to show him that I am capable and brave; but I could have done that by staying at home and living happily without him. God knows, it would not be hard to forge a better life than his.


Coming here is completely out of character for me. I have never done anything remotely like it.


The reason I am in Malaysia, of all places, is because of a chance conversation I had at a party I gatecrashed. I decided to follow my instincts, or what I thought were my instincts (because I have never really been able to separate a good instinct from a self-destructive urge), partly to surprise everyone and mostly to amaze myself. As soon as I closed the front door, heaved my backpack on to my shoulders and started towards the station, I wished I had set my sights on something more attainable, like, for instance, exploring Scotland.


Happily, the hotel has an impeccable dining room, where no one looks at a lone woman. There is a wall of cascading water behind me, which is distracting, and I keep looking round at it even when I know exactly what it is. On the next table, a couple are arguing in quiet, deadly tones. I cannot understand their words, but the dynamic is as reassuringly familiar as an old fleece. When the woman’s mobile rings they both half-smile in relief. She immediately starts shouting down the phone, taking it all out on whoever is on the other end, in what might or might not be Mandarin.


I know that, when breakfast is included in the room price, you have to eat everything you possibly can to see you through the day. With this in mind, I have a plate full of tropical fruit, followed by two pieces of toast, and a large helping of the Malaysian breakfast, which is curry and rice. I drink as much coffee as I can persuade the waitress to pour me, and then I remember that I have only spent half a day exploring this city, and that there are many more sights I need to tick off.


I write a text to Chris’s phone, saying: ‘FOR DAISY. Off out exploring the city again. Breakfast was great, the spa amazing, will bring you here next time. Hope you’re having fun – love you lots and miss you hugely. Mum xxxxx’ I imagine Chris picking up the phone and reading my message before handing it to her. Even read through his eyes it passes muster, so I click ‘send’. Then I pack the guidebook back into my bag and head out into Kuala Lumpur.


Ninety per cent of me wants to spend the day in the spa, but this is my only full day in the city, and I have to see it. I have to do that so I can report back to Daisy, and so that Chris sees that I can not only manage without him, but that I can have adventures on a scale that would be entirely and unarguably beyond him.


I get over the main road outside the hotel, scurrying through the hot air in the wake of two young men. If I cross with people who look local, I am less likely to be crushed under the wheels of a bus. That is one of my maxims.


I have been staring at the Petronas Towers from my hotel room window, pleased to be opposite the sole Kuala Lumpur landmark that I had ever heard of. There is an air-conditioned mall at their base; its shops are Armani, Hermès and other designer names, far beyond my price range. The only place I can afford to buy anything is Starbucks, and I have had enough coffee for one morning. Instead, I buy a ticket to go up to the bridge later in the day, then exit the tower and head for the nearest Metro station.


All day I tick off the sights from the guidebook, and keep myself safe. I pound the streets, from one site of interest to the next. Yesterday I saw the area around the hotel, so today I ride on the Metro, which is inevitably cleaner and easier to use than the London version, from KLCC at the Petronas Towers downtown to Masjid Jamek. There I visit, first of all, a Hindu temple, where I watch people in brightly coloured clothes prostrating themselves before the shrine. Little girls with gold earrings smile diffidently, and I wave, as shy as they are.


I look at the confluence of two muddy rivers (and inform myself, thanks to the guidebook, that the words ‘Kuala Lumpur’ mean ‘muddy confluence’, so at that point I am properly at the centre of the city). On the spur of land where they join, there is a mosque, and while at the Hindu temple I felt welcome to hand in my shoes and join the throngs of people as an observer, I would not dare go anywhere closer to the mosque than I already am, leaning on a railing and looking at it across the water. I have no idea whether women are allowed in there at all, let alone unrepentant infidels who have just been divorced for unreasonable behaviour.


I walk around the old colonial cricket pitch, with its flagpole and its Christian church. I stroll into the church, where fascinating brass plaques commemorate young, dead colonists. Most of them died in their twenties and thirties, but only one memorial gives a cause of death, which is a fall from a horse. A honeymooning couple from the Punjab ask if I will have my photo taken with them. They make me feel like a film star. I try to smile a dazzling smile, though no doubt it comes out looking manic and odd.


The sun shines hard in the deep blue sky as I wander through Chinatown, where I am offered pirate DVDs and fake designer bags at every turn. I pause before a perfume stall, trying to figure out why anybody would buy a fake designer perfume. With a bag you can see the attraction, because it looks (presumably) like the Prada version. With a perfume, though, the bottle looks right but there could be any old rubbish inside it.


The stallholder mistakes my fascination for a potential purchase and starts haggling. I try to say no, but he calls me back with a lower price, and before I know it I have bought a bottle of pretend Britney Spears ‘Hidden Fantasy’ perfume for about four pounds, just to get away. This proves that I am still stupid and incapable.


I decide to stop for lunch, sitting at a table under an umbrella, at the edge of a food court. I order vegetable fried rice and a bottle of water, then on impulse add a can of beer. A few people say random hellos in passing, but I am left to get on with it, and I am extremely grateful for that. No one is interested. Everything I did in Brighton, everyone I was, has been left behind. For the first time in many years I have the space to breathe.


By the afternoon, jet lag is kicking in, so I take the Metro back to where I started and keep my appointment with the Petronas Towers. As I ride up in the lift with the fifteen other people in my group, I smile at a tiny beautiful girl of about three who is wearing gold earrings and a bright yellow dress, and she looks at me with frank interest. She is with her parents and a baby in a pushchair, who is so surrounded by blue things that there is no doubt about his gender. I seem to unnerve her, so she reaches for her mother’s hand, which emerges from the folds of a niqab with beautifully manicured fingernails.


The bridge that links the two towers gives a dizzying view over the sprawling city. You could come here every day for a year and notice different things each time. I see parks, buildings, people, cars, all vanishing into the distance. Everything is vividly, almost violently green. So far I have seen only sun, but I know that when it rains here, it really rains. My hotel is easy to spot, and when I look hard I can even see my window. I left my lovely new sarong on the windowsill; and that smudge of pink marks my spot in this unexpectedly welcoming city.


I think about Chris, and instantly hate myself for letting him into my head. I have spent years struggling against him, but now, as I stand forty-two floors up, looking down on a cosmopolitan city thousands of miles from home, I find I can think of him kindly. Being magnanimous pleases me, because he would hate it.


Marrying Chris was one of my worst ideas. Had things unfurled in the normal way, I would barely remember him. We were two irresponsible slackers drawn together by a shared preference for speed when everyone else was taking Ecstasy. We would have stuck together for several weeks, for long enough to realise that when we were sober we had nothing in common, and then we would have gone our separate ways.


Chris was beautiful when I met him, with light brown hair that would have reached his collar had he worn one. His face shone with the possibilities of youth, possibilities that he was efficiently extinguishing by living solely for hedonism. His features were perfectly arranged, his cheekbones high, his eyes a warm dark brown. Now his hair is thinning on top and he has grown it long in compensation and wears it in a Slade-style ponytail. Then he was thirty-two. Now he is forty-three. Much has changed.


Neither of us could ever look back and regret Daisy’s unplanned appearance in the world. I thought about aborting, but I wanted to be a mother, and when Chris drunkenly declaimed that we would be ‘amazing parents’, I decided to pretend he was right. We made all the conventional decisions, up to and including a pregnant wedding, in a rush of excitement at being grown up.


The thing that is inexplicable, when I look back from this distance, is the fact that we stayed together until last year. We managed to stretch out the misery like an implausibly elastic piece of old chewing gum; one that should have gone into the bin long ago. I suppose neither of us wanted to be the one to give up. I wanted to make him leave so that I could blame him. He, I am quite sure, wanted the exact opposite. We stubbornly waited in that limbo for a decade, until we succumbed together, six months ago.


I was afraid that when we told Daisy we were splitting up she would be upset. I was sure she would be insecure and worried. Instead, she grinned for days and kept saying: ‘I thought you’d never do it. Thank you!’


Now we are actively divorced. I am keeping his name because I share it with my daughter, but that is all I have of him now: his genes in my child, and a surname.





chapter two



I have never walked into a bar alone before. I have drunk on my own many times, but always closeted away at home.


I am drenched with warm rain so that my hair (carefully washed and dried in anticipation of this outing) sticks flatly to my head and cheeks, and my long skirt and cotton top cling and look lewd, even though I chose them because they were the most modest clothes in my arsenal. As soon as I am across the threshold I close the door behind me to keep the driving rain out of this sanctuary. It shuts with an unexpected bang.


I look around, take in the battered leather chairs, the high ceiling with its fan lazily stirring humid air, the aged framed newspaper cuttings and cartoons on the walls, and smile to myself.


‘This will do,’ I mutter, and I squeeze the worst of the rain out of my hair by wringing it with both hands. A small puddle appears at my feet, and this makes me laugh.


There are three men sitting at the bar on high stools, and two men behind it. Otherwise, the large room is solely populated by empty chairs, sofas that would be called ‘vintage’ at home, and tables that bear the rings of glasses that have stood on them over many years. All five men are looking at me, and all laugh along with me at how wet I am. I sit on the stool they offer rather than retreating alone to one of the comfy chairs, and look at the laminated cocktail list that someone slides into my hand.


‘Margarita!’ I say, as my eye falls upon the word. I think I am safe having a margarita here.


Daisy would like this room. Daisy likes things that are straightforward and interesting. She hates anything girlie. This place is not girlie at all. It is overwhelmingly, testosterone-heavily male.


There is a room adjoining the bar, a dining room, and although the bar is nearly empty, the dining room is almost filled with people eating. The clatter resonates around, echoing off the high ceiling. I think I will be able to sit at a table on my own and get some dinner there myself: it does not look threatening. That will cement my triumphant day.


The barman is, I think, much older than me, and he looks as if his origins are Chinese. He smiles and inclines his head.


‘Margarita? Certainly,’ he says, in perfect English. He barks something at his younger colleague, who immediately starts to assemble blender, ice, salt and the right-shaped glass.


This, I am beginning to remember, is how life used to be. In my twenties I relished everything. I lived. I worked, I spent time with friends. I was outward-looking and sunny. I was not vindictive, nor bitter, and I was free.


When I concentrated, I was able to see my pregnancy, coming along serendipitously at the end of my twenties, as an exciting move up to the next stage. When we decided to make a go of it, we did it properly. We dashed headlong into playing at being grown-ups. Chris would stroke my bump and coo at the baby. I filled the cupboards with nutritious food and cooked dinner for us every night.


If I could go back, that would be the first thing I would change. No one tells you that if you think it’s fun to play at being a wifey person, owing to the novelty factor, the recipient of your attentions will happily settle into the role of the waited-upon husband, and will become phenomenally grumpy when you get bored of pretending to be a woman from the 1950s and want to split the workload fairly. Whenever I hear of anyone planning marriage now, I want to tell them that. It is my sole piece of advice, apart from ‘Are you sure?’ Do not become besotted with the idea of yourself as someone’s wife. Start living together in a way that you could imagine sustaining for decades. The novelty of being able to say ‘my husband’ wears off much more quickly than you might imagine.


My horizons narrowed. The world closed in. We had a daughter, and we were both in love with her and bewildered by the new world she brought with her. At first we would change her nappy together, wash her in a little basin, marvel in unison at her tiny nails and the complicated whorls of her ears. I would breastfeed her, sitting in splendid sloth on the sofa, while Chris brought pint glasses of water and bars of chocolate and plates of toast.


Then he started to go out. He would go for a drink, and come home later and later. Life settled down. Chris got a boring job at a bank, and resented me for it with every fibre of his being, every moment of every day. I cooked and ironed and washed up and resented him right back. Occasionally we went on holiday to miserable cottages in rainy villages, and both of us mainly communicated with, and through, Daisy. We rarely had money, and we never did anything. Part of me was bored senseless, but I subdued that part and lived in my imagination. I constantly planned ways to escape, but I never did anything about it, because I was certain that Chris was making the same plans and I assumed he would effect an exit first. In the end we gave up simultaneously, with a surprisingly fiery flourish.


I sit on my bar stool and look back through the window, splattered with raindrops, to the dark street. My clothes are still clinging, my hair is bedraggled, and outside the rain is still falling. I do not know a single person on this continent. The men sitting at the bar with me are the best friends I have.


‘Where are you from?’ asks the man on the next stool. He has a thick black moustache.


‘From England,’ I tell him, and hope he does not hate me for being an ex-colonist. This, I imagine, is the constant niggling fear of the liberal Englishwoman abroad. I instantly wish I’d said Britain, because people like Scotland and Wales better.


‘Ah,’ he says, beaming. ‘England. Where do you live – London? Which team do you support? Manchester United?’


I think of Daisy, thousands of miles away, and I remember the way she forced herself to be a football fan as part of her quest for a bond with her father. I say what I know she would want me to say.


‘I support Chelsea,’ I pretend, hoping for no follow-up questions. I have no idea who is the manager, or the captain, and I could not name a single player. ‘Stamford Bridge,’ I add, sharing the sole piece of information that comes to mind.


‘Ah, Chelsea.’ He nods. ‘Me, Aston Villa.’


‘Aston Villa? Really?’


‘Really. In Birmingham. You know Birmingham?’


‘I’ve been there,’ I tell him. ‘Not for a while, though. And I don’t live in London, but I live near, in a place called Brighton. Hove, actually.’ I smile to myself as I say that, the local phrase that describes a particular area west of the boundary between the two towns. Hove-actually is a million light years from here, and all the better for it.


The older barman, who turns out to be the proprietor, is awe-inspiringly well informed. He grills me on British politics, and the royal family. He asks what I thought of Tony Blair and ‘the one after Tony Blair’. I am shamed to realise that I have few equivalent questions about Malaysian politics for him. I ask about religion. ‘The huge majority are Muslim, though KL is very cosmopolitan,’ he says. Then he tells me about the history of his bar, which has been around for years and years. I am unexpectedly lost in tales of communism and colonialism, of men checking their guns in behind the bar.


My drink arrives. I smile my thanks and lean my elbow on the counter.


‘So, you are on holiday?’ he asks, after a while. ‘With friends?’


I inhale deeply. The temptation to lie is almost overwhelming. It would be the easiest thing in the world to say yes, and to invent a friend or partner. Tell the truth, I instruct myself. I do not know these people and it does not matter what they think.


‘On my own,’ I say. ‘I’m on holiday for three weeks.’


The man next to me looks confused. ‘With friends?’ he asks again. He glances around, just in case my friend might be hiding behind a chair, or on the other side of the heavy curtain.


‘No.’ I take a slug of my drink. It is sour and perfect. ‘I really am on my own.’ I carry on, before anyone can interrupt. ‘I just got divorced, and my daughter is spending the school holidays with my ex-husband. I wanted to do something interesting, so here I am.’


This is the conversation I thought I would not be able to have with anyone in Asia. I thought I would be judged and found wanton. In fact, the men barely react.


‘You’re staying in KL?’ asks the proprietor. ‘For all your holiday?’


‘No,’ I tell him. ‘No, I’m not. I am on the move. I’m on my way to an island.’


Three months ago, I was struggling. Daisy was with Chris for the weekend, and I could not bear being in the house on my own.


I was glad that Chris had gone to live in a squatty bachelor pad, but whenever Daisy went to visit him, I fell apart. The walls of my house were covered with Daisy’s old paintings, even though she considers herself far too grown up for painting these days: both Chris and I would always sellotape any new picture to the walls, and only when the edges curled and the paint flaked off would we allow one to disappear. Likewise, neither of us ever took her old school photograph off the mantelpiece when a new one arrived, so they are still lined up there, a row of Daisys, from the four-year-old on the left (so innocent and brave that she makes me cry, if I am in the right mood) through to the Daisy of today (long-haired, attempting to look moody while a harassed photographer tells her to say ‘sausages’) on the right.


I could not stand being at home on my own while Daisy was doing whatever Chris does with her at the weekends. I went out at five o’clock, because when you have a child you can never really go out at five in the afternoon. That is the time of day when you have to be starting to cook and thinking about their bedtime, even when they are ten. It is the time of day when I miss her the most, when she is not there.


I had a drink and a Valium before I went out, just because, and I strolled into the centre of town and wondered what to do. I was feeling pleasantly fuzzy, and thought vaguely about going to sit on the beach and look at the sea, even though it was winter, and dark, and also raining. On my way to the beach, though, I noticed a party in a little art gallery in the Lanes. The lights and voices called to me, and I obeyed them, picked up a free glass of wine and started looking at the abstract paintings on the walls. They were mostly white and blue, and I liked them. They were easy to look at. The windows were all misted up and the people around me were warm. I found myself wishing for a cigarette, even though I have never smoked.


‘Esther,’ said a voice, and I jumped guiltily and looked round.


‘Zoe!’ I was delighted to see her. She is one of my closest friends. She kissed me on the cheek.


‘It’s lovely to see you,’ she said. ‘You should have told me you were coming.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know. You know. Daisy’s with Chris . . .’


‘Do you know Jessica?’ she said.


‘Er . . .’ Everyone knows someone called Jessica.


‘The artist. Didn’t you know she’s my niece? Over there. She’s so clever. Look, this is Ally, her sister.’ She grabbed an implausibly beautiful girl of about twenty by the arm and spun her around to face us.


Because she did that, I am catching the early bus out of Kuala Lumpur tomorrow morning.


Ally was tanned and gorgeous, with long honey-coloured hair and sparkling eyes. I felt myself age by a decade, just looking at her. I glanced at myself, clutching warm wine, oozing desperation. I was wearing a thin dress and I was still cold and wet from outside.


‘Hi,’ she said, bouncing around on the balls of her feet, and holding a little bottle of water.


‘Ally’s down for Jessie’s exhibition,’ explained Zoe. ‘She’s been away in Asia for a year and apparently getting back to civilisation is something of a culture shock. Remember, I told you about her?’


‘Auntie Zoe, it’s not civilisation,’ Ally objected, with pursed lips. ‘You know where I was five days ago? That was civilisation.’ She looked around the room, at the loud drunk people. ‘Five days,’ she repeated.


‘Where on earth were you?’ I asked, partly because she wanted me to, and also because I wanted to know about a place that could make someone glow in the way she was glowing. I planned to adopt it as my next fantasy destination.


‘I was in the most incredible place on earth,’ she said happily, and I looked at the light in her eyes and I believed her. ‘In Malaysia. The Perhentian Islands. They’re like one of those fabled magical places. There are two of them, but the smaller one is the one to go to. Perhentian Kecil. You’ve got jungle in the middle, just thick unspoiled jungle, and then around the edges there are perfect beaches, lots of them, and huts to sleep in. The turtles lay their eggs on the beaches and they have done since millions of years ago. There’s coral with little Nemo fishes, and friendly sharks, and the sun shines all the time. The beaches are covered in bits of white dead coral like bones. It’s like, life is back to its basics. You eat fish, you drink a beer if you can find one, though you have to look quite hard because it’s a Muslim country and they don’t have the same reliance on alcohol that we do.’ I felt her look at the wine in my hand. ‘And you lie back and feel the sun on your skin. No one bothers you, everyone’s friendly.’ She smiled and looked a bit embarrassed. All the noise around us, the clinking of glasses and the loud conversations, seemed vulgar. ‘Sorry. The place has got under my skin. There’s still sand in all my stuff. I’ll adjust soon enough.’


I smiled at her. ‘It sounds wonderful. Doesn’t seem to me like you should adjust. The Perhentian Islands? Maybe I should go.’


‘Esther’s recently got divorced,’ Zoe told her, unnecessarily I felt.


Ally laughed. ‘You so should go. All of Asia was amazing, but those islands were like nothing on earth. I’d be back there today if I could. I was wondering if I ought to marry one of the local men so I could live there for ever.’


Zoe and I both inhaled sharply.


‘Don’t, Ally,’ said Zoe.


‘You’d end up sweeping the floor and having babies,’ I told her. ‘Do it by yourself. Don’t get married.’


‘Yeah! Joking. I’m off to London the day after tomorrow, to get a job. My real plan is to save up enough money to go back for a few weeks next year.’ She laughed. ‘Get married! I don’t think so.’


The conversation stuck with me. That girl had been happy and carefree, and I wanted some of what she had, even though I knew that it was almost entirely because of her youth, and that even the gorgeous Ally would be jaded when she was in her late thirties and burdened with responsibilities and cynicism.


The next night, I poured my usual enormous ‘one unit’ of wine, and sat down at the computer. Google corrected my spelling, and in no time my screen was filled with photographs of the Perhentian Islands.


I sat and stared at the screen, and as I looked at the photographs of sandy beaches and sun glinting off sea, my perspective shifted for the first time in over a year. Possibilities – self-indulgent ones, but all the more appealing for it – presented themselves. It occurred to me that there was nothing to stop me actually going. I had been stashing little bits of money for years, keeping a running-away fund. I could use it to go to these islands. Chris wanted Daisy for the Easter holidays. He always insisted on not taking his main holiday in the summer, because he said he loved it in the office when all the parents were away camping with their sticky children. That would give me three weeks. I tried to forget about it, but those islands presented themselves in my dreams and daydreams, day after day, week after week.


I knew with absolute certainty that if I went to this place, I would become happy and strong. Everything would be all right. It would be about the island, about the bigger picture, not the small one.


I wrote an email in the middle of the night, ten obsessed days later.


‘I’m planning to go away over Easter,’ I typed casually, ‘since you’ve asked to have Daisy for the entire break. You can have what you want. The whole school holidays. Will you confirm that’s OK?’


I sent it at 9.32 the next morning, to make it look like a piece of business. I was calling Chris’s bluff, agreeing to the extreme negotiating position he had taken purely to annoy me. He made me wait three days before replying.


‘Sure. Hanging out with Daze is always a joy. We’ll need to know where you’re going and when, of course, just in case.’


When I booked the tickets to and from Kuala Lumpur, I forwarded the email to him. That was as full as my itinerary was going to get, as far as the nosy ex was concerned.


For a second, I flash on to the way he would react if he knew I was here, in a bar, with a second margarita, somehow, in front of me, and five men mildly interested in my story. For the first time in a long time, I can imagine him smiling. This is how I was when we met. This was the way he liked me.


‘Perhentian Islands?’ asks the man with the moustache, the Aston Villa supporter.


I smile at each of them in turn.


‘Yes,’ I say, amazed that he knew. ‘Perhentian Islands,’ I repeat. The words feel like the most momentous thing I have ever said. I am going to heaven. I am going to find perspective, happiness, to remind myself of the things that actually matter in life. I am going to be all right.


‘Ah,’ they say, and they smile knowingly. The proprietor turns to me. I feel that something important is about to happen. I am wrong.


‘If you would like to eat here,’ he nods towards the dining room, ‘then please do so. The kitchen will close at nine forty-five.’


‘Yes please,’ I say. ‘And could I have another drink?’


Later, sleepless from jet lag and margaritas, I stand at my tenth-floor window and stare out at the city. I can see where the main road is, the one I crossed this morning, using locals as cover. A string of white lights moves towards me, and red ones move away. I wonder who is in those cars and where they are going. The lights on the Petronas Towers follow the curves of the huge building in tiers and make the massive structure look delicate. The footbridge is lit up. I wave at myself, earlier today, as I stood on it and looked back to this window.


I do not think I will sleep. I think I will lean on my windowsill and stare at this city all night. Yet somehow, hours later, I wake up in bed, smiling.





chapter three



I am in the back of a battered yellow taxi, and the meter is running, which I know from my perusal of the guidebook is a good thing, because when they don’t use the meter is when you get ripped off, and I am looking out of the window, watching the city of Kuala Lumpur whizzing past. Next time I am here, I tell myself, I will have been to paradise. I will be, in a way I cannot stop imagining, fixed. I can picture myself: I will be wise, happy, emanating an unshakeable inner wisdom. Instead of skinny, I will be slender and elegant. My skin will have regained an approximation of a youthful glow. I will shimmer with health, and my attitude to Chris will be patronisingly benign. I will go back to Daisy and be the best mother in the world; because, God knows, she deserves that. Whatever it takes, I will do it. I will be different, serene, wise. I will be the mother she should have had all along.


I watch a woman driving in the next lane, and wonder why it seems strange to me that she can drive a car. It is, I know, because she is wearing a headscarf that covers all her hair. I suppose the headscarf looks to me like a symbol of submission to some man (or, perhaps, to The Man), and driving a car looks like someone in control of a massive machine, and the two things together are confusing.


She seems to feel my eyes on her, and glances across at me, then turns away, unsmiling. I could not drive here.


We are leaving the city, along a main road, and suddenly I am wondering where we are going. I wanted the bus station, and on my map the bus station was not at all far from the hotel. The meter is reading thirty-nine ringgit, which is approximately ten pounds, and that is a lot more than this journey ought to be costing.


Be brave, I tell myself. Whatever is happening, you need to stop it. I lean forward.


‘Er, excuse me?’ I say, sounding like a ridiculous parody of an Englishwoman abroad, and one who has not even bothered to learn a single word of the language of the host country, coasting on the familiar notion that people who deal with tourists know how to speak English. ‘The bus station? Bus to Kuala Besut?’


The man nods sharply, as if I am an annoyance, and carries on driving; and the highway just keeps going in front of me, and I know I am being taken to a place that I don’t want to go to, and not only that, but I seem to be paying through the nose for it. I try to remonstrate, but again he shakes me off, and I sit, hating myself for my timidity, and wait to see what will happen.


Eventually he pulls into what looks like a mainly deserted multi-storey car park, stops the engine and looks at me expectantly. My heart is thumping. I am terrified.


‘Bus station?’ I say weakly.


He nods. Obediently, I get out of the car and slam the door, pleased by the idea that this might, in fact, be the right place, and delighted that it seems he has not brought me to an empty car park to rob me.


He winds down his window and waits. I hand him a fifty-ringgit note. He gives me change and speeds away. Then I stand on my own, pull my backpack on to my back and wonder where the buses are.


There are concrete pillars, a few cars parked a little way away and no sign of a human being, nor of any form of public transport. I feel that someone might be watching me from a distance.


This is all wrong. I live in Brighton. That is where I belong. Thinking I could come here, at the age of thirty-nine, and act like a backpacker was stupid. I am not one of life’s backpackers and I never could be. I did not ‘go travelling’ in my youth, because I never wanted to. I cannot do this.


I step over a little wall and out of the car park. I look up and down the flat tarmacked road for a bus. The sun shines mercilessly on my head. There is nothing. I am lost.


Obviously, the worst thing to do would be to get into another taxi, with the person who came over to ask why I was crying, and see which bizarre spot I might end up in this time. All the same, this is what I do.


‘Hello,’ says the man. ‘Please do not cry. Where you go?’


He is smiling at me, and he nods to his taxi behind him.


‘I want the bus to Kuala Besut,’ I say.


He laughs and points to a building beyond the car park.


‘Here there is train to the airport or bus to Malacca. You want to go to Malacca? Very beautiful town.’


‘No!’ I sniff and try to pull myself together. At least there is a bus here. That makes things a bit better. What, I wonder, would the chances have been of me, Sussex working mother, sitting crying in front of this man, this Kuala Lumpur taxi driver? It seems so profoundly unlikely that our paths should ever have crossed; and yet they have.


‘You need to go to Putra,’ he tells me, and he is calm and authoritative, and when he walks off I duly follow him, nodding because I recognise the name from the guidebook. Again, I sit on the shiny vinyl of a back seat, and watch the meter climbing as we reverse my previous journey and head back along the motorway, into the city. I see the Petronas Towers up ahead, and the hazy skyline of the sprawling, friendly city, and I tell myself that a little misadventure does not matter. In fact, seeing the city from behind a cab window is a reassuring, safe thing to do, and I would rather go back and forth by cab all day than get on to a long-distance bus.


Stupid woman, I tell myself. I could have booked an internal flight, which would have taken about an hour. Then I could have got a taxi, which would also have taken an hour, and gone straight to the boat. I could almost be at the island by now. Instead, I thought, from the comfort of my terraced house in Hove, that it would be more authentic and interesting to travel by land and to see the interior of Malaysia in passing. And look at me: I cannot even bloody turn up at the right bus stop.


I have been saying ‘mm’, I realise, to the driver, without listening. That is a workplace habit, as well as a maternal one.


‘Sorry?’ I add, leaning forward. ‘Can you say that again?’


He nods. ‘I say, I take you to Kuala Besut? All the way to where you go. One thousand ringgit? We agree.’


Oh good God.


‘No,’ I say. I dredge up a firm and decisive voice. ‘No, I don’t have a thousand ringgit. Please just take me to the bus station.’


‘But you agreed! You say “mm”.’


‘Which is not “yes”,’ I point out.


He shrugs. ‘OK, how much you want to pay?’


‘I want to pay whatever the bus costs. Because I want to go on the bus. I don’t have spare money to take a taxi all the way across the country!’


‘Eight hundred?’


‘No!’


‘OK. Seven hundred. That is the best price.’


I look out of the window, hoping we are not already on the main road to the east coast.


‘Look,’ I say, as sternly as I can. ‘If you’re not taking me to the bus station, why don’t you let me out here and I’ll pay you what it says on the meter.’ Then I look at the meter and gasp. It says seventy-four ringgit. Last time I looked, it said seven. The taxi I just took in the opposite direction cost forty-one.


‘The meter is very high,’ I tell him, wondering how confrontational to be, and how best to get the hell out of this taxi. I know as soon as I have spoken that I should have gone for a furious approach.


The man is studying me stonily in the rear-view mirror.


‘Is a very long way,’ he says.


I take my mobile out and make a show of reading the sticker on the inside of the window, which tells me how to report an errant driver. I look for a number to phone, but there does not seem to be one, so I key in the email address instead.


He is still staring, unsmiling. I do the same thing back; but I am well aware that we are speeding along a highway in a car that is entirely under his control, and that even if I were able to leap out, he would still have my backpack in his boot.


‘Nearly there,’ he tells me. I narrow my eyes at him, though I doubt he notices. Neither of us speaks.


And then, all of a sudden, he has pulled over on the hard shoulder, and cars are zipping past right next to my door. The driver has jumped out and marched around to the boot, and so I check the meter, which is showing a massive eighty ringgit, and try to open the door on the pavement side. It will not budge, so I open the other one and step out on to the motorway, feeling my hair swept up by the breeze of the traffic that thunders past. Somehow, although I would be terrified to be inches from speeding traffic at home, this seems the least of my worries right now.


I hand him the money with a scowl. He accepts it gracelessly, and I notice, to my immense surprise, that I am next to Putra bus station. I hoist my bag on to my back and try to forget how badly I have screwed up the very simple matter of getting from my hotel (which I think I can see from the bus station doorway) to here. At least I am here, and it is 10.20, so I am in time for the bus. Nothing else matters. I make an effort not to translate what I have spent on taxis today into supermarket shops or child benefit.


The bus station is basic, with concrete walls, rows of plastic seats and a line of windows belonging to different companies, selling tickets to various places. The floor is dusty and tiled. Most people are clearly local: right now, if there was another foreigner with a backpack, I would march up to them and start talking.


This fact makes me smile, in spite of my frustration. When we were happy together, Chris and I made a show of not needing anything from the outside world. We were both happy to hide away in our own little universe. Neither of us is any good at starting conversations with people we don’t know, and neither of us has advanced social skills. Yet now, dirty, not-drunk, and unnerved by the discovery that I am a truly terrible traveller, I would talk to anyone.


An electronic board shows that there is indeed a bus heading to Kuala Besut in ten minutes. I find the right ticket counter and stand politely, waiting for the head-scarved woman behind it to finish her telephone conversation.


I look down at myself. I am wearing a long batik skirt I bought yesterday, bright pink with flowers outlined on it in brown, with a black T-shirt from New Look, and a pair of pink flip-flops. My hair is tied back with a hairband, scraped completely off my face. I look like a grown-up backpacker. I am a grown-up backpacker. Chris would probably like me looking like this. Soon, I am sure, we will bear each other no ill-will. He is probably glad, already, to imagine me happy.


The woman is looking at me, her face open and questioning.


‘Yes?’ she says.


I wonder what it would be like to wear one of those headscarves. It carefully covers every bit of her hair, keeps her head slick and smooth as a Russian doll’s. It is pinched closed tightly under her chin, so there is no danger of any stray lock peeking out. What, I want to ask her, is so shameful about hair? I have no idea, and touch my own head self-consciously. I get my hair cut so it’s straight across the bottom every now and then, and then let it grow straggly in between. Does this woman think I am brazen and shameless? Do I think she is submissive and coerced? I have no idea, as we have not yet exchanged a single word.


‘Hello,’ I say, wishing I were able to do this in Malay. ‘Can I have a ticket to Kuala Besut for the ten-thirty bus please?’


She nods, takes a ticket from the pile next to her and starts filling it in with a Bic biro. At the same time, she makes a phone call, then shakes her head and puts everything down.


‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Bus full.’


I bite my lip. ‘The bus can’t be full!’


Why did I say that? Of course it can be full.


‘Sorry. Night bus, nine p.m.?’


The idea is not appealing. I curse the taxi driver once again.


‘Anything else I can do?’


She shrugs. I look at the destinations listed in the window of her little booth. One of them rings a bell.


‘What about this place?’ I point to it, then hazard a pronunciation. ‘Kuala Terengganu? That’s on the way, isn’t it? In the right direction?’


She nods. ‘Bus at eleven fifteen. Six hours.’


I buy a ticket for this unknown place-on-the-way, and find a rickety plastic seat, part of a row of them, all attached to the same metal bar. I sit next to a woman who is smoking and has an enormous Louis Vuitton-style suitcase. She smiles at me as I dump my shabby backpack next to her posh case.


‘Hello,’ she says.


‘Hello,’ I reply, and get out my guidebook to look up the town in which I will be making my unscheduled overnight stop.


Malaysia rolls past the window. Kuala Lumpur’s suburbs stretch on, and then give way to greenery. I have never seen anything so green. It looks like rainforest stretching away, with tall palm trees, small palm trees, fronds and jungly things. After a while, I begin to realise that it is going to be like this for the whole six hours, as this busload of people and I traverse the country.


It is exhilarating to know that I am on this bus, on my own; that I have got here by myself, made this happen (eventually) myself, and that I am thousands of miles away from my normal life. I like being on the move. It means I am not anywhere in particular, and am not having to engage with anything or anyone.


I behaved terribly recently, and I have taken myself away from my life. That is good.


I am not missing Daisy too much yet, because last year I had to train myself to allow her to go and stay with Chris without letting my heart break. It was horrific, but I am steeled, now, to spending time without her. She is with her other parent, I tell myself repeatedly, and that is fine.


I did love him, in a way. I loved it that he gave me Daisy. I loved it that he was as shambolic as I was, that we improvised our own little family.


Our wedding was a small civil affair in Brighton, with a party in a seafood restaurant afterwards. It was happy. Everyone else was drunk, and I was hugely pregnant. I overrode all my misgivings, as, it transpired, did Chris.


The bus rumbles on. I stare at the guidebook without reading it for a while, and then take out a novel and don’t read that, instead.


We stop, after a few hours, for what I suppose is lunch, though it is hard to keep track of the time. The sun is hot, the ground dusty and the Malaysian version of the motorway services is delightful. A low concrete building, painted brightly in blue and yellow, houses numerous food stalls which face out on to a courtyard of long tables. I find the loo first, and then order some random food, by pointing, from a smiley woman. It all works. Even though I am not where I planned to be, and not heading where I planned to head to, it all feels OK. This is definitely the right direction.





chapter four



Cathy


May 1988
God’s Village


There is something exciting going on. I don’t know what it is yet, but I know they will tell us when they are ready. I can hardly wait to find out. Neither can Philip. We whisper about it and try to work it out, whenever we are away from them. I am In Love with Philip. It is hard work, but I am. We are going to get married when we’re a little bit older and I will take on wifely duties. That is my destiny. I have always known it.


If the secret is something big, something amazing, then perhaps it will all be all right. Could it be something that will allow me to accept my destiny? All my hopes are pinned on that.


I am fairly sure that we are not even meant to know that there is something we are not meant to know. I do my best to do my work, to go to school, to go to church and bible study and carry out all my chores and duties, in as normal a manner as possible. Yet I feel my eyes darting around as I seek evidence or clues everywhere. Please, I whisper, internally. Please, please be something big. Be something life-changing.
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