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Glossary

Batak – people of North Sumatra

Belando – foreigner

Da’eut – literally means “up and inside” but is usually used to refer to places deep inside a mountain range. However, it is also used as a place name and it can refer to the mythical origins of the Rejang people

Ibu – madam or mother

Ilir – downstream or riverine

Indo – a child of mixed Indonesian-European descent

Kebaya – formal blouse

Komrin – people of South Sumatra

Melayu – the lingua franca of Sumatra before the introduction of Bahasa Indonesia

Nona – young lady

Pak – mister or father

Ramayana – Hindu epic describing the journey of prince Rama. In Indonesia it is performed as a dance-drama

Rejang – people of the mountain areas of south west Sumatra

Rupiah – currency of Indonesia

Sarong – cloth wrapped around the lower body

Sita – wife of Rama in the Ramayana epic

Terang Bulan – title of a Malay love song

Tuan – sir

Ulu – upriver, often implying heavily forested areas


Author’s Note

Jaipong dancing applies to a dance form developed in Indonesia in the 1970s based on a traditional West Javanese dance called Ketuk Tilu (three gong dance). The term Jaipong is used in this novel for ease of reference.


Prologue

South Sumatra – 1950s

It was a hot, humid evening in Linggau and the deserted streets were still wet from the afternoon downpour as Hans made his way towards the House of Young Bamboo.

The House had originally been built as a rest house for rubber planters and Dutch colonial officials working in the lowlands of southern Sumatra. It still had the fine balconies and ornate dining rooms so beloved of the Dutch but they were now used for very different purposes. When the Dutch were finally driven out of Sumatra, the house fell into disrepair until Ibu Efi suddenly appeared and renovated it into its present condition. Amongst the locals it was now known as the House of Lost Souls because many people who entered its ornate doorway were never seen again.

Hans knocked hard on the door, which was opened by a burly Madurese guard wearing a smart sarong and short-cut jacket. “You got any firearms on you, Tuan?” he said to Hans.

“No.”

“Mind if I search you, Tuan?”

Hans slipped him a few coins and walked into the House.

In the entrance hall was a reception desk with a smartly dressed Chinese girl behind the counter. She looked up and smiled as he entered. “Good evening, Tuan. Would you like some company?”

“No thanks, I just want a drink. Is Ibu Efi in? I want to speak to her.”

The girl glanced quickly at Hans’s face while pressing a button hidden under her desk. “Does Tuan have an appointment?”

“No, but I do have an introduction. General Sirait said I should see her. Got some business to discuss.”

“OK Tuan, go straight through to the bar at the back. Ibu Efi may see you later. Enjoy yourself.”

“Thanks.”

Hans wandered along the dark hallway leading to the back of the building. Doors led left and right; some open, revealing a girl reclining within, others firmly closed. At the entrance to the bar, under the soft red light of a shaded lamp, a young girl in a shiny blue cheongsam beckoned him to enter with an encouraging smile. “You want company?” she asked, flashing her oval eyes at Hans’s damp, sweating face.

“Not now,” he replied, entering the doorway.

The smoke-filled bar was half empty, it still being early evening. There was a mixed gathering of army officers, Chinese businessmen and local gangsters sitting in conspiratorial groups in the darker corners of the bar discussing gold, women, drugs, guns. These were the foremost currencies of the House and constituted the major subjects of its conversations.

“Whiskey with ice,” Hans said to the dapper-looking barman. “And only use clean ice.”

“Yes, Tuan. I’ve not seen you before. Is Tuan new here?” The barman spoke politely and slowly while pouring the whiskey; he knew how to handle foreigners.

“Never been here before,” was all Hans said as he sat at the bar and surveyed the scene.

The bar was large and ornate, in accordance with its colonial heritage. At the far end was a stage where several girls were performing the monotonous but sensuous movements of the Jaipong dance. They moved slowly until someone in the audience went up to the stage and threw them a few coins or passed a banknote to one of the dancers. Then they would speed up for a few minutes before slowing down again and waiting for the next payment.

Hans took a large swig of whiskey and turned casually to the barman saying, “Go and tell Ibu Efi to come here.”

The barman’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Hans; no one but a fool or a general would refer to Ibu Efi in that manner. His hand shook as he poured Hans another whiskey but he kept his foot close to the emergency button under the bar.

The Chinese girl from the reception desk came up to Hans. “Ibu is ready for you now. She wants you in her office, so please follow me.”

The girl turned back towards the hallway expecting Hans to follow, but he did not. He didn’t even acknowledge her presence but stayed at the bar drinking and studying the dancers. She hurried back to the bar. “Tuan, you must come now. Ibu doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“Tell her to come here. Tell her I was sent by the General and I want to see her in the bar before I step into her spider’s web.”

The Chinese girl looked worried. “Please Tuan, come with me. Ibu gets very angry if she’s kept waiting.”

As she spoke, she glanced briefly at the barman who pressed the emergency button under the bar. A young, slim Chinese man strolled over and spoke briefly to the girl in Chinese. Hans studied them carefully. He guessed they were discussing him but his attention was drawn to the man. He had expected a couple of toughs to come for him, not this effeminate-looking young man. But Hans was a man of violence and he recognised in the slim young man the look of a highly intelligent killer.

“I want Ibu Efi,” he said to the Chinese man. “Can you get her for me?”

The young man looked closely at Hans, a serene but inscrutable smile on his youthful face. “Your name please, Tuan,” he asked with a silver tongue while keeping just the right distance from Hans to prevent any quick action with fists or knives. Hans nodded his approval; this sort of behaviour he understood.

“My name is Hans. I’m from America. I want to discuss business with Ibu Efi. Fetch her for me.”

“OK Tuan. You stay here, nice and quiet, while my friend goes and asks Ibu if she will come here. But no sudden moves, OK?” He smiled as he spoke and Hans nodded his acquiescence.

Hans was worried about his first visit to Ibu Efi because he was unsure how far the name of the General or the reference to America would protect him. The politics of Indonesia were changing fast and his mentor, General Sirait, was out of favour for being too soft on rebels and dissidents, although Hans knew otherwise. General Sirait was anything but soft, but he was greedy and had tried once too often to milk all sides of the multitude of local conflicts affecting Sumatra. He would probably be killed soon but, as long as he lived, Hans could still get some attention through the use of his name.

There was a flurry of movement by a side door and Hans saw the girls step aside in silence as a middle-aged Javanese woman stepped out. Hans was immediately struck by the size of her bosom; she leant back slightly as she walked, presumably to maintain balance. She came purposely up to Hans, her large, half-closed eyes studying him intently. There was a smile on her well-powdered face but the eyes spoke of business.

“You want me, belando. You should come to my office like you were instructed.”

Hans had achieved his first aim of getting Efi to come to him but he also realised the peril of his position. He needed to maintain the initiative.

“Thank you, Ibu,” he said. “General Sirait suggested I come and see you. Maybe we could discuss business.”

Ibu Efi frowned briefly at the name of the General, her eyelids drooping ever lower to hide any meaning her eyes might reveal. With a swing of her magnificent bosom, she turned to go back to her office with a curt, “Follow me.”

Hans followed, as Ibu Efi knew he would. No one ever disobeyed a direct instruction from Ibu in her own House.

Hans felt the eyes of her effeminate Chinese killer as he followed them through the bar, studying every move he made. Hans knew he was outmatched but he would still play his cards with confidence. All he had left to lose was his life.

Once in her dark office Efi sat down and motioned Hans to sit opposite her. “With hands on the table,” added the Chinese man with a malicious smile.

“You want a drink?” she said.

“No,” said Hans.

Efi did not reply. She knew how to keep her prey in suspense.

Hans continued, “I want to discuss business privately, not in front of your ladyboy.” He nodded towards the Chinese man as he spoke.

“His name is Lim and he’s no ladyboy,” said Efi. “He’s special. Been with me since the start. He may look effeminate but he has … what shall I call it … special tastes in women, violent tastes. No one, not even I, will offend sweet Lim. I hope you understand who you are dealing with.”

Efi sat back in her chair to better study the effect of her speech.

For one of the few times in his life Hans felt completely out of his depth. The General had simply told him that Efi was involved in gold smuggling, gun-running and prostitution and that she was keen to expand her empire and secure her connections. He hadn’t expected such a professionally run group of gangsters in a small town in the middle of a swamp in Sumatra, but obviously the local gold trade attracted some big operators.

“You still in contact with the General?” Hans asked.

Efi remained silent, smiling back a reply that said nothing.

“I’m for sale,” Hans said, while he also sat back and waited for a reaction.

Ibu Efi smiled again. “Then I shall sell you to sweet Lim. He’s quite an expert with both women and men.”

“I’m for sale to the highest bidder. I don’t deal in ladyboys. You want to do business or not?” retorted Hans impatiently.

“Maybe. Tell me what you can do for me that Lim and his colleagues can’t?”

Hans took a deep breath before he spoke. He was about to cross the Rubicon and he knew it. “I’ve got good contacts in the army in Padang and with the communists in Jakarta. They trust me because I get them gold, women, drugs, anything they ask for, and in return I get rich rewards, but now the General is out of favour so I need to build new contacts. I think we can do business. I need bigger backing, more capital. I want to trade guns for gold and gold for guns depending on whom I’m trading with. We can also add opium to the list, the Chinese like it.”

Efi nodded at Lim who quietly left the room, leaving Hans alone with her.

“Thanks,” he said. “That monkey gives me the creeps.”

“He’s a good boy as long as he’s on your side,” Efi replied. “Now, down to business.”

***

It was almost morning when Hans left Efi’s office. She had driven a hard bargain and had methodically bound Hans into the success or failure of her empire. He was now “her man”, as she put it, and if he ever betrayed her trust, she would feed him to Lim. In return she would open her establishment to Hans’s guests so that they could be trapped into political or financial deals; furthermore, she would give him trading capital to start illicit businesses in gold smuggling, gun-running, drug dealing and, at Efi’s insistence, women trading. All sides of the conflicts affecting Sumatra would be bound into shady deals which would effectively mean they were funding each other, while Ibu Efi and her associates creamed off the profits. Hans was very satisfied.

Efi handed him a key. “You stay in room 13. I’ll send one of my best girls to keep you company.”

As they left the office, she called to the ever-watchful Lim. “He’s one of us now. Keep an eye on him but give him enough room to manoeuvre.”

Lim looked disappointed.

***

The following morning Hans called in to see Efi in her office before heading west, towards the mountain town of Curup, the centre for smuggling gold from the illegal mines high in the Barisan Mountains.

“Two things for you to remember,” she said. “Firstly, this is not a partnership; you work for me and if you fail, you will suffer. Secondly, I need more classy women for the House, dancers preferably. Our generals are growing bored with these peasant girls I’m feeding them. Get me some pretty young dancers from Java or Manado and make sure they’ve got class. I’ll pay a high price.”

Hans left the House of Young Bamboo feeling a great deal more confident than when he had first entered.


Chapter 1

Yahyu peeped through the curtain that led into the outer room and looked in disgust at the gnarled old man sat on the mat, smoking and talking to one of her uncles. He already had two wives; she was to be his third.

“You got to marry him,” said her father firmly. “No one else will marry you now, not with that thing in your womb.”

“No, I can’t,” Yahyu cried. “I don’t want to end up like that. I’d rather kill myself.”

“You will shame us in front of the whole village if you don’t,” said her mother. “He’s a rich man and he knows what you got in your womb and he’s still prepared to give us gold in exchange for you. You can’t expect any better. Not in your condition.”

“It’s all arranged,” her father said. “You marry him tonight. It’s your own fault. We paid good money for your dancing school and then you shame us. You should think of your younger brothers and sisters. Your future husband promised to help pay for their schooling.”

“No,” Yahyu screamed. “I will get money for you but I will not marry this old man. I refuse.”

With a tearful glance at the stern face of her mother, Yahyu ran out of the room and into the muddy pathway but she was not dressed for flight. She wanted to run towards the obscurity of the surrounding swamps but her long, tight-fitting sarong and ornate blouse did not allow for speed. Those same expensive clothes, presented to her only a few months ago by her dancing school as a reward for excellence, were now the cause for mockery. She hurried on, eyes firmly fixed on the ground, trying to ignore the stares and comments of the old men lounging on the verandas of their meagre wooden huts.

One of her uncles, dressed in dirty shorts and tee shirt, wandered out of his hut and stood in her way. “It was a belando that got you, wasn’t it?” he said loudly, looking around at the staring faces. “Bloody belando. They grab our country, then they grab our women. You’re not much good to anyone now, are you? Not that you’d look at us village folk. You’re just like your pa’, the arrogant old fool, too good to mix with the rest of us. You dancers are all the same; just a collection of whores who dance for money. If you danced in front of me, I know what I’d give you.” There was much chuckling and nodding of heads from the old men. Morality was strong amongst the impotent of the village.

She said nothing. What her uncle had said was true in its own way, so there was nothing she could say. She walked around him, without looking up into his face, and continued her hobbled flight towards the surrounding swamp. Almost blind with tears and sweat, she longed to lose herself in the tall grasses and hide from the watching faces that showed no sympathy and no pity, but the path seemed to go on forever

A group of half-naked boys followed her, taunting her. “Hey, Nona, where’s your ma’ now? Nona’s going to get lost in the swamp. Nona’s going to get her smart clothes all dirty.”

The young boys grew in confidence as the village elders did not come to shoo them away. One of them picked up a stone and threw it at the departing figure of Yahyu but missed. More boys joined them as they gathered in a group and followed her more closely. Dancing down the pathway they yelled out the abuse they had heard from the elders, “Whore, slut.” It was all good fun.

As Yahyu entered the swamp, there was no one to say goodbye; just the taunts and insults of the elders and the feigned indifference of the rest of the village. Nobody wanted to be seen consorting with a loose woman. She rushed on, blind to the future, but the boys would not leave her.

A stone hit Yahyu in the back and she started running, but the way was wet and slippery and the sun hot overhead. Between the tall grasses she glimpsed the dark forest that lay beyond the muddy waters but it looked so far away. She turned off the pathway and into the swamp, hoping to lose herself among the long grasses, but the mud was thick and it slowed her. She struggled to push forward but her sarong was tight around her legs and she could not run. The boys were relentless in their pursuit as they splashed joyfully behind her. One of them pushed her from behind and she fell.

“Go away. Leave me alone,” she yelled, clutching her stomach with one hand as if to protect it while trying to ward off blows with the other.

The boys gathered around her, taunting and kicking. She tried to get up but they pushed her down again. “Look at her smart clothes. Don’t look so posh now she’s all muddy, does she?” yelled one of the boys as he jumped in delight.

Yahyu looked desperately for an escape but the sun was bright overhead and sweat dripped into her eyes, distorting her vision. The boys appeared as vague shadows dancing in front of her like malevolent phantoms. “God, please help me,” she cried towards the emptiness of the swamp.

As she struggled to get up, the boys suddenly let go and backed away, leaving her lying in the muddy waters. They gathered in a group under the shade of the grasses, quiet but expectant, throwing glances at her and sniggering. She looked down at herself. Her blouse was torn at the front and her sarong loose and dishevelled. She looked around in confusion while trying to hide her naked skin. She could not concentrate; everything was happening too quickly.

“Hi Yahyu,” said a voice from the shadows, a voice of honey and menace. “So, you’re running away. You got no ma’ and pa’ to look after you now. Maybe I can help you.”

She turned towards the voice she knew well and saw her cousin smiling at her. She needed courage to face this new threat but her reserves were already low.

“Good day, Cousin Udin. Thank you for coming to help me. Please keep these boys away. I want to go.” Her voice sounded strong but her knees shook as she tried to look up at him against the glaring sun.

“Where’re you going, Yahyu? You haven’t got nowhere to go now. You going to run after your belando boyfriend? I heard he dumped you. Expect he knew you was just a village tart. Nothing special about you now, is there? No point putting on them airs and graces, eh? Are us village lads not good enough for you anymore? You haven’t got a family now. You haven’t got any one. You’re worse than a beggar. Maybe you need me.”

Yahyu didn’t need his words to know she could not trust him. He was not a good boy and he was too strong for Yahyu to handle but she needed his help.

She smiled modestly at Udin. “Thank you for coming to help me. Please take these boys back to the village and let me go on my way. I need to find another village before it gets dark.” She stood still, watching him closely, waiting to see his response.

Udin smiled with his mouth but his eyes were devoid of emotion as he studied her. He’s summing me up, working out how he can get me, she thought. I must be strong. Don’t let him know I’m scared. Why can’t they just leave me alone?

“You can’t go into the forest. That’s Komrin territory. They’ll kill you or maybe they’ll play with you first and then kill you after they had some fun. You know what they do to us migrants if they catch us. What’re you going to do when they chase you, eh? You going to run back to the arms of your belando lover?” He looked at her, smiling and admiring her body. With a lopsided grin he asked, “You got any money hidden in them clothes you wearing?”

Yahyu sensed the danger. She saw Udin’s angle of attack but she did not give up hope. She stood up straight and looked into his face while avoiding his eyes. “Cousin, you are a good boy; don’t spoil it now. Just let me go. You’re my cousin. We have the same grandmother. I know you won’t harm me.” She realised the hollowness of her statement. She had no mother or grandmother to protect her now and Udin knew it.

Udin turned to the boys and yelled, “Scat, get the hell out of here.” The boys ran, giggling and laughing, but fearing Udin’s anger. He turned back to face Yahyu, his eyes opening wide in a vacuous attempt to show his honesty, tempting her to trust him.

“Now, now my sweet, you know me. I’m your cousin; you can trust me. Your old man back in the village knows you got a belando kid in your belly and he wanted to marry you off to that old Chinaman. I’m not like that. I like you. I came to help you.” He held out both hands, palms upwards in a gesture of peace and honesty, but the greater his efforts to appear sincere, the more she distrusted him. She tried to move away, step by step, but Udin followed her closely.

He placed a hand on her bare shoulder, an intimacy never attempted in the village, even amongst family. Yahyu felt him shaking. The palm was damp with sweat. She looked up at his face and recoiled at the sight of his smile twisting with suppressed desire.

“You got money stuffed in your bra. I know you women keep money in your bra; I saw my ma’ doing it. I got money here too. Maybe I’ll give it to you.” Udin took a torn and dirty bank note from his trouser pocket. “Why don’t I stuff this note in your bra? It will help you when you run from those Komrin bandits.”

Yahyu backed away, her eyes flashing anger and fear. She turned away from him but he caught her around the waist and pulled her to him. With a pleading voice, he whispered in her ear, “Come on Yahyu, just let me put the money in your bra, then you go.”

“Leave me alone,” she screamed, trying to tear herself free, but he held her firmly. She dug her nails into his arm but his excitement protected him from pain.

“No one’s going to hear you in this swamp. No point screaming. Just come along with me for a bit. I’m not going to hurt you. Just a bit of fun and then you get the money. That’s what you want, isn’t it? It’s what all you dancers want. Or do you prefer that foreign money from those belando bastards on the rubber plantation?”

Udin dragged her to the edge of the swamp, the sharp grasses cutting her bare legs. She stopped struggling; she wanted to protect her stomach. She didn’t care much what happened to her but she must protect the baby from Udin and from everyone. She hoped that if she lay still he would be quick and would just go away when he was finished. But he was neither quick nor gentle.

No word was spoken that afternoon. Yahyu kept her eyes firmly shut and her body rigid. She wanted no movement, no expression, no action to excite Udin’s passion or his anger. She just wanted him to finish but he wouldn’t. He kept her, using her throughout the long, hot afternoon until she was shaking with exhaustion.

He left her in the evening lying beside the path, her clothes torn and dirty. He kept his face turned away as if shame had finally caught up with him. He said nothing as he quickly walked back down the path in the gathering dusk. His shame was not sufficient to persuade him to leave the banknote.

***

Her mind a blank, Yahyu lay beside the swamp, the wet mud cooling her bruised body. Above her she saw the tall, slender grasses against the moonlight, swaying gracefully with the gentle breeze. She felt nothing but numbness in her heart and a vague feeling of relief that it was over. Whenever she relaxed her grip and her mind flowed back to events of the afternoon, she felt a sickness arise from her stomach as she pictured the face of Udin close to her, his features distorted in ecstasy. She quickly slipped back into her stupor and stared passively at the beautiful grasses. Udin did not exist. He was a nightmare that would never be recalled.

With a sudden awakening, as if from a bad dream, Yahyu tried to get up, but her knees were weak and she slowly sank to the ground. She felt dirty; she must wash everything; clothes, body, hair, heart. She crawled towards the swamp, took off her clothes and slipped into the dark waters, oblivious to her surroundings, letting the warm, muddy water wash away the dirt and smell of him. She picked up some twigs and scrubbed her body as if scrubbing away the dirt would also scrub away the memory of him. Then she scrubbed herself harder and harder, not believing she could ever be clean. Only when her skin was stinging from the constant hard rubbing did she feel his presence was completely erased from her body.

As Yahyu slowly came back to reality, she realised she was alone and night had fallen. She had never been alone before; there had always been somebody to protect her, both in her village and in her dancing school; but now there was no one. She had longed to be alone while running from the village but now she found the loneliness terrifying, and it was dark.

Yahyu put on her wet clothes and crept slowly and silently back onto the path bordering the swamp. She held her breath as she moved, afraid the slightest noise would awaken the demons of the dark waters. She sat silently on the edge of the footpath with her head on her hands, not daring to look out at the darkness around her.

During the long night Yahyu could not sleep; she kept thinking about her mistake. Her life had seemed so straightforward, so wonderful. From her small village in the swamps of South Sumatra she had risen to the heights of her ambition. She had performed in the classical Ramayana ballet in the provincial capital of Palembang. This was achieved partly through her beauty and elegance but also through hard work and dedication at her dancing school. She was the envy of her class. She had enjoyed the adoration of the audience and all the luxuries that went with her newfound stardom. Then she left the path that was set for her and strayed into unknown territory. She was tempted by a young belando man who promised her love but left her pregnant and alone.

She felt she had betrayed her family. They had scraped and saved so they could pay for her dancing school. Everyone had gone without the few luxuries of village life so that she could succeed in her dancing career and now she had let them down in front of the whole village. She knew there was no going back now, but she must fight for survival until the birth. She would do nothing to harm the unborn baby.

Towards morning, as the sunlight dispersed the mists and gave her courage, she made her plans. I shall try to find my uncle in the goldfields of the Barisan Mountains. Maybe he is still there. If God forgives me, he will let me find him and find gold, and then my baby can live in luxury.

***

Yahyu hitched a ride on a cargo boat meandering its way slowly up one of the tributaries of the Musi River, carrying rice and dried fish for sale to the log fellers who worked in the swamp forests of the Komrin Ulu. The boat was managed by a family who claimed they never slept on land. The steersman, the nominal captain of the boat, was old, thin and toothless while his wife, who really controlled the boat, was large and friendly, with a face as wrinkled as a nut; the result of years looking upriver in the glaring sun. In return for the ride, she washed their clothes and cooked their meals as they slowly worked their way upriver.

Yahyu liked the river, although not the smell of diesel and fish that permeated the boat. In the afternoons, after washing clothes and cooking, she lay on the deck and dozed. She felt safe on the boat, away from the surrounding forest. She learnt to like the gentle chug, chug, chug of the small diesel engine as it drove the boat slowly against the lethargic current. Nothing seemed hurried on the river; the family that managed the boat lived life at the same pace as that of the river.

They were an uneducated crew and spoke mainly in their own tongue, but sometimes they spoke to her in broken Melayu (the lingua franca of the island). “Hey Nona, why have you got no man? You’ve got a nice face and pale skin, and you know how to cook. You’d make a good wife. Where’s your man?” The old woman spat tobacco into the river after each hesitant sentence.

“Don’t know Ibu. No man seems to like me much, and at the moment I prefer to be alone.” Yahyu liked the old lady but did not want to encourage any conversation about men. She was too conscious of the baby in her womb and she wanted to avoid all reference to the cause of her flight.

“Ain’t natural. A woman’s got to be with a man, even if it’s only an ugly old pig like my Pak here.” The old woman pointed towards her husband at the tiller who looked up with a toothless grin.

“One day, Ibu. I want to find a prince first.” Yahyu smiled to herself. In her ballet performances she had married a prince; if only that could come true.

The old lady turned to Yahyu and guided her to the prow of the boat, speaking quietly. “You won’t find no princes on this stretch of the river; just leeches and mosquitoes. But you got a strange look about your face. I know what’s wrong with you but I’m not going to make any fuss, don’t worry. What happened to him, the man that done that to you?”

Yahyu looked shocked. There was no way the old woman could know about her pregnancy. Her stomach did not show at all. But these boat people were renowned for their skills in magic and the black arts, and it scared her.

“It’s nothing. Please don’t ask.”

“Why not? Perfectly natural question. You go with a man and you get pregnant. I know, I’ve got nine of them; children that is, not men.” She sniggered at her own joke. She was a large, friendly woman much taken to laughing and keeping everyone cheerful but she had little tact.

“How do you know I’m pregnant?” Yahyu asked.

“Not your stomach; it doesn’t show there. It’s your face, especially in the mornings. All us women on the boat notice. You can’t fool us river folk. We may not be educated but we know a thing or two about folks.”

Yahyu remained quiet, undecided whether to tell her story, but the woman continued her questioning. “What’s wrong with being pregnant? Maybe your man left you. So what? You have the baby and then you find another man. With your good looks you’ll get these river boys queuing up just to get a smile out of you.”

Yahyu took the plunge. “He was a belando man and he left me. I was at dancing school. My father paid for it and he’s a poor man. We are just migrants on this island. The school threw me out. Then my parents wanted to marry me off to a horrible old man so I ran away. I’m alone now.”

The old woman looked thoughtfully at Yahyu’s young, earnest face. “I suppose they regret the loss of money from your dancing. But all you got to do is have the baby, then find yourself another belando man. Make sure he’s a good one this time. Then your family will love you again. For us river folk it don’t make no difference; you can have as many men as you like and it just increases your value. It shows that men want you.”

Yahyu looked doubtfully at the old lady; this wasn’t how her village or her dancing school had reacted to the news of her pregnancy.

“I don’t know, Ibu. My father and mother really worked hard for my dancing school and now everyone in the village is laughing at them, saying they were arrogant because they had such a beautiful daughter and now look what happened to me. I can’t go home until I have enough money to restore my family’s honour. I want to go to the mountains and find my uncle who is a gold miner. I can help him find gold and then I can repay my family back in the village.”

The old woman snorted in derision. “No woman would go alone to those goldfields, let alone a pregnant one. They’re dangerous places full of thieves and bandits. You stay with us. You can have your baby on this boat. All my children been born on this boat; over there, under the canopy. No problem for us.”

Yahyu was tempted; she had found a potential family. But as she looked at the simple face of the cheerful old woman, she realised the weight of her responsibilities. “Thank you Ibu, but I need to find money to help my family.”

“Suit yourself, but we got ways of solving them problems. I can get some roots that will solve your problem once and for all, if you want it done that way. It’s a bit painful but after a couple of hours it’s all done. Then you can look for a new man.”

“No, Ibu,” Yahyu said angrily. “That’s a sin. Please don’t ever say that to me again.”

“A sin against whom, Nona?”

“A sin against God. He will punish me even more.”

“There’re many gods on this river, some good and some bad. Maybe it was one of the bad ones that done that to you.You won’t get a good man carrying that thing around in your stomach. Get rid of it and find yourself a new man and a new god.”

***

They were travelling through a dreary stretch of forest as the sun sank below the treetops, casting long shadows across the muddy waters and shrouding the river banks in gloom. They were looking for a place to moor for the night when they came across several small boats tied to a tree on the river bank. These boats were smaller than the normal lumbering cargo boats Yahyu had seen on the river. They looked as if they were built for speed. Yahyu expected them to moor together for the night, but instead of steering towards them, the old man steered for the far bank while putting his finger to his mouth, motioning them to keep quiet as he tried to manoeuvre the boat silently past them.

“Stop,” yelled a commanding voice from one of the moored boats. “Moor here. The forest gets thicker farther up river. You stay with us for the night.”

The old man at the tiller looked at his family, a worried expression on his face. “I can’t stop, Pak. I must go on; we’re late.” He tried to steer away from the moored boats, but the river was too narrow and he had to pass them closely.

“I told you to stop, old man,” said the voice from inside the boat, as several young men came out of the cabin to see what was happening. One of them leapt the short distance onto their boat, took the tiller with a smile and allowed the boat to drift to the bank. “You stay with us, like the commander ordered,” said the young man. He gave Yahyu a grin as he jumped back into his own boat.

Yahyu felt her heart sinking. She had been enjoying the uneventful life the river offered but this new development suggested their quiet journey was about to be disrupted.

***

The old lady told Yahyu to cook rice while the old man timidly invited the other boatmen to come and eat with them. The other boats’ crew were a rough-looking group, clad in dirty shorts and tee shirts. They were all young men—no women or children amongst them—very different from the cargo boats they had met before. They spoke a strange language which the family on her boat had trouble understanding.

“Who are these people?” Yahyu whispered to the old lady.

“They’re Batak, from up north,” she whispered. “Be careful. They can be violent. I don’t know what they’re doing here; they don’t usually come this far south. It’s a bad omen when you see groups of Bataks coming south. It always means trouble.”

While cooking dinner, Yahyu saw several of the men looking in her direction but their looks did not show friendliness or desire, just mild suspicion. She heard her name mentioned several times and the old man from her boat was arguing. She guessed it was about her but they did not approach her.

One of the men talked more than the others and everyone stopped to listen whenever he got up to speak. He looked different from the rest. He did not have their tough peasant faces or their easy-going manner. He was thin and wiry, and wore thick, round spectacles that gave him an owlish appearance, but his expression showed a rigid strength as if he was unwilling to reveal weakness. He read aloud from a pamphlet and everyone listened to him but Yahyu could not understand the language. Whatever he was saying, she did not want to get involved. She had her own troubles to think about. She kept close to her cooking stove and avoided meeting anyone’s eye.

When the crew were getting ready for sleep, Yahyu clambered over the boats to get to the shore. She did not like sleeping in the boat. At night, with no wind blowing, the smell of fish was too much for her and made her feel sick. Better to sleep on the river bank, under the stars, covered by her sarong to keep out the mosquitoes but close enough to the boat so as not to be scared of the dark. She clambered onto the last boat where a small candle burned under the thatch roof of the cabin.

Suddenly there was a shout, “Stop, Nona, don’t move.” It was the man with the thick glasses shouting to her in Melayu. He leapt over the gap between the boats with great agility and grabbed her by the arm.

“Pak, don’t. Pak, I’m not doing anything. I’m going to the river bank to sleep.”

The man held her firmly by the wrist and pulled her back to his boat. “Sit and be quiet,” he said.

After some discussion with the old couple from her boat he turned once more to Yahyu. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m going to find my uncle in the goldfields in the Barisan Mountains. I want to find gold.”

The young men in the boat roared with laughter but the man with glasses kept staring at her.

“Anyone with such a stupid idea cannot be a threat to us. Do you know who we are?”

“No, Pak. How can I know who you are? I’ve never met you before and you haven’t introduced yourself.”

The young men laughed again but the tall man signalled them to be quiet. “My apologies. My manners are not always the best as I’m leading a rough life. You can call me Jon. This old man and his wife,” he said, pointing to the family who owned her boat, “speak well of you. They say they don’t know who you are. You just appeared out of the swamp and asked for a free ride but you are quiet and respectful and you work hard. Is that true?”

“I try my best, Pak. I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

“I think you are the one who will be in trouble if you go to the goldfields,” said Jon. “And please don’t call me Pak. I prefer to be called Jon.” He smiled in a stiff and formal manner, as if smiling did not come naturally to him. He had deep lines engraved vertically down both cheeks and the lines had to be broken to allow a smile to appear.

Yahyu felt her fear subside as he continued to speak to her. He was a highly educated man and spoke Melayu fluently and with great power and eloquence which contrasted sharply with his austere appearance. Yahyu was more fascinated than scared; she had never met anyone like him before.

After staring at Yahyu for some time he said, “You are dressed like a pauper but you have the elegance and beauty of a Javanese princess; very interesting. There is some mystery attached to you, Nona. I don’t know what it is but maybe I can guess. For some reason you are running away from family, from village, from lover, from debt. You are an outcast. Is that right?”

Yahyu thought carefully before answering. It was not her way to respond spontaneously to anyone, least of all to a man she hardly knew. She did not understand all the words he used but she felt his understanding of her plight putting her at ease. She was tempted to talk to him, but guardedly, at least at the beginning, until she knew more about him.

“Maybe you are right, Pak. Sorry, I mean Jon. Why don’t you like being called Pak?”

“To understand that, you will need to know more about our movement. But I don’t trust you yet and it may be better for you if you know nothing about us. There are great things happening in Java now. It will spread to Sumatra soon and then you will know who we are. We are not communists although we are close to them in many ways. We are fighting for you, Nona, and for these ignorant boatmen. One day you will all be free.”

“Free from what?” Yahyu asked in surprise. She had found the freedom of the swamps terrifying and longed for the security of her family and village.

“Free from the landowners. Free from the corrupt officials and fat policemen. But I don’t want to talk about me; I want to know about you. Why are you running away and where are you really running to? Can I trust you? You must speak honestly to me. I won’t harm you. I often wonder if I am capable of harming anyone.”

“I am sorry, but I don’t want to tell you why I am running. I think I must be a bad person and God is punishing me.” She looked down as she spoke, shame written over her face.

“There is no God,” he interrupted sternly but seeing the shock on her face he softened his voice and smiled. “Please go on.”

“I don’t know where I’m going. Nobody wants to know me. I have no family now.”

Jon sat quietly as she spoke, staring at her through his thick spectacles and mopping his sweating brow with a small, dirty towel that hung around his neck. Now and then he muttered, “Um, go on please,” as she told him of her travels but she did not tell him of the circumstances under which she had left her village.

He was the first person she had spoken to about her adventures since running from her village, which seemed so long ago but in reality was only a few weeks. He was different from the other men she had known. He did not make judgements, he did not give vacuous advice and he was not trying to seduce her. He was trying to understand her and in so doing he gave her comfort.

When she finished her story he looked at her with sympathy. “You have not told me all, have you? There is some other deeper secret you are not revealing, but no matter. One day soon, after a great struggle, we will all be free to be ourselves. There will be no families. There will be no God. There will be no false morality. You will be my equal; you will be the equal of all men. But not yet. We still have far to go.”

Yahyu wasn’t sure if she approved of this kind of talk. She liked his interest in her and his sympathy for her plight, but she did not appreciate talk about no families and no God. She wanted to find out more about him but some of his ideas were frightening.

“What do you do? You are no fisherman. You seem so … so educated. I don’t understand all the words you use.”

“Ha, education; it’s a myth. It teaches you to obey, not to think. When I was young my father owned a small sugar plantation near Palembang. The workers travelled around the plantations selling their labour. Men, women, children, we hired them all and paid them only for the work they did. When there was no work, we pushed them out. I saw boys who fell ill being kicked out in case they infected the rest of the labour gang. It was awful, an injustice to mankind, and it was my father who was doing it.”

Jon stopped talking and looked at the dark forest around them, his face drawn and haggard as if he was fighting alone against all the injustices of the world. Both his anger and his earlier animation had suddenly collapsed like a burst balloon. He sat limp and lonely on the side of the boat. He took a deep breath as if to gather strength for yet another trial but instead he spoke softly to Yahyu and, Yahyu noted with a twinge of excitement, he talked only to her.

“My ambition, when I was young, was to study and then to teach. I wanted to become a schoolmaster and teach all the children about the injustices of the world. My father sent me to college in Padang to learn to be a schoolteacher. But what I learnt was that education taught people to obey, to accept what they are given, not to question, not to act. The worst were the religious teachers. ‘God has decided,’ they would say. Pah! God has decided what? That mothers should die in childbirth because they can’t afford a doctor. I want education to teach people to think, to question, to act and to change the world. We must act to achieve freedom and that means we must fight and, sometimes, to kill.”

He suddenly stopped his monologue. He looked at Yahyu and blushed as he realised how much of himself he had disclosed to this strange girl. But she did not want him to stop; she wanted to hear more about the injustices but not about struggles and killing people.

“Do you still teach? I think you would be a good teacher. You understand our problems. What are you doing now?”

“As you cannot tell me about your secret errand, then I also cannot tell you about mine,” he said with a laugh.

“I don’t fully understand you but I don’t think you are a bad man. You want to do good things and to help poor people but killing is not good.” Yahyu had strong feelings about good and bad and her conviction showed in her voice, for Jon looked at her with a gentle smile.

“No, killing is not good but sometimes it’s better to kill one man than to allow that man to kill a hundred others. Life is not as simple as our religious teachers want us to believe. We have to make difficult choices sometimes and God is not always on the side of the innocent. If one day I am called upon to kill for the cause, I hope I will have the strength to do so.” He fell silent, holding his knees close to his chest and looking into the dark river.

When he spoke she felt he was allowing her to glimpse into a different world. Or perhaps it was the same world but looked at differently; she wasn’t sure. He made it all seem so simple, so obviously good. She moved to his side of the boat and sat close to him, encouraging him to confide more of his dreams to her. The other men had either gone to sleep or moved away from their leader. They were more interested in action and sex, neither of which looked promising from this private conversation.

Yahyu felt a stirring of her young, unformed emotions. No man had ever shared an ideal or a feeling with her before. It was new and it was exciting. In her village, relationships were about family unions and the bringing up of children. Her relationship with the young belando man had been based on sexual curiosity, as she now understood. But Jon seemed to offer something different. At that moment Yahyu did not care about her problem. She just wanted to prolong the moment of intimacy with this man who was so driven by ideas of justice.

“Enough of me,” he said. “You have problems of your own, I can see that. What are you going to do? You can’t go to the goldfields alone. There is no quick way to make money there unless you are a thief or a prostitute, and you are neither. Those goldfields are dangerous for lone women. I go there often; the gold funds our cause.”

***

The boats stayed together for several days, winding their laborious way upstream. During the daytime Jon stayed on his own boat, but every evening he leapt over the side of Yahyu’s boat and spent long hours talking to her about the injustices of the world, until they both climbed slowly up the river bank and fell asleep under one of the dark trees, side by side but never touching. Jon was proving to be a man of principle and iron will.

On their final evening together he took Yahyu to the river bank where they sat on a fallen tree trunk, looking at the fireflies as they danced their way over the dark river. Yahyu felt excited; something was about to happen. She could sense the tension in Jon, as if he was wrestling with a problem or a decision that he could not make. Whatever it was, she must be ready and equal to the task. She wanted to earn his respect in her own Javanese way, through staying calm, alert and in control; she would not give in to any spontaneous emotions.

Jon turned towards her. “Yahyu, you understand nothing of our cause or our work, yet I feel you are one of us. You understand with your heart, even if your head has yet to catch up with it. You are already an outcast so you have nothing to lose. Why don’t you join us?”

This was not quite what she expected. She was not sure what she had expected but it was not this. She had listened to Jon for many hours and was fascinated by him and his ideas, although his intensity frightened her. It was as if he wanted to crush all the injustices of the world in one go. However, he was never frivolous, hence Yahyu was sure his offer was serious and would have been made only after much deliberation. She thought carefully before answering. She was tempted to say yes, but … there was one obstacle which she could not overcome: she could not ignore the baby in her womb.

“If I were a man I would join you, but I am just a woman. I can’t fight,” she said.

He looked at her strangely before continuing. “Don’t misunderstand me. I have a proposal to make which you may not like, but don’t be offended. I am a straight man, if also a desperate one. These are difficult times for some of us and opportunities for friendships rarely arise.” He stopped, as if to test her reaction.

“Go on, you can ask me anything. I can always say no.”

“I need a woman,” he said directly, although she detected a fleeting look of embarrassment on his stern face.

Yahyu was shocked. She had been expecting something a little more romantic than this. As she started to protest, he held up his hand to stop her.

“Quietly, Yahyu, hear me out before you run off to your goldfields and become so rich you forget all about me. I need a woman, yes, but not here and not now; I’m not an animal. I need a woman as a partner in my struggle, not just in my bed; a woman who supports the cause and will fight beside me. I lead a solitary life. It’s hard and it’s dangerous but not as dangerous as going alone to the goldfields. Why don’t you join me? You can leave me whenever you like. I don’t believe in marriage. I can see from your situation you are really one of us. You are also on the run from something. You don’t fit in any more and neither do I. You can fight with us, fight with me, by my side.” He looked at her with passion in his eyes but she could not judge if that passion was for her or for his cause.

Yahyu sat cross-legged on the ground, thinking. She was slow and deliberate in her thoughts but she was astute enough to realise that Jon was as awkward with women as she was ignorant of men, and he was probably using “the cause” to hide his embarrassment. This was a proposal of sorts and she recognised it as such and wanted to respond with as much delicacy as her immature heart could manage.

There were many implications for Yahyu to consider and her sheltered young life had not given her the experience to judge such novel situations, but she was learning fast and found the novelty refreshing. Most of the men she had met had appealed to her vanity and offered her gifts and tokens of affection. Jon was different; he was offering an affair full of blood and toil that would free mankind. Was this any more stupid than her plan to go to the goldfields? She was tempted again to say yes; what did she have to lose that she had not already lost? But she had not told him of her true situation and, if she did, he might not want her anymore. Also, the future baby bore heavily on her mind and her conscience; it could never go away and she would do nothing to harm the baby. She wanted to give the baby a good start in life, to make up for the guilt she felt about bearing the child.

“You have made me a proposal and I can see it is an honest one. I don’t object; I take it as a compliment in its own way. I admire you and your cause. I think you are a wonderful man, perhaps the most wonderful man I am ever likely to meet. In any other circumstances I would like to follow you and be with you, but in my present condition I would just slow you down. I also have a mission to complete; a personal mission. It’s a different sort of mission to yours and if you knew what it is you might not want me anymore. Better we part as friends for I must complete my mission alone. But if in the future we ever meet again, maybe it would be different.”

She got up as if to go but lingered by the tree, hoping and praying he would call her back, and he did.

“Don’t go. You don’t have to decide now. Just stay close to me tonight. I need you. Tomorrow I have to do something that I don’t want to do and it scares me.”

“You, scared? I don’t believe it.”

“Don’t misunderstand me. I’m not scared of death and I’m not scared of pain. I am scared of failure; failure to live up to my ideals, failure to act when I know it’s right. Tomorrow I leave the river. I go on foot for many miles to complete my mission. This mission is not dangerous. To my comrades in the boat it’s like a picnic. They don’t care as long as they get food and drink. But for me it’s a test, and I don’t know if I can pass the test. In a few days I shall have to kill the god inside me if I am to complete my task. Do you understand what I am saying?”

Yahyu felt uncomfortable with talk about killing God but at the same time she felt Jon reaching out for her support and it thrilled her. She felt he was trying to reveal himself to her as a real human being, full of doubts and fears, whilst desperately trying to hold himself under control, determined to see through his task. This was a different feeling to the one she felt when she had been tempted by the belando man in the rubber plantations; this was an appeal for her emotional support as a woman.

“I don’t understand what you have to do, but I think I understand you. You have to do something terrible to achieve your aim. Whatever it is, I know it’s a good aim because you are a good person.”

“If you knew what I am about to do, you would probably not want to know me anymore,” he said.

Yahyu smiled at him, “And if you knew my situation, you might not want to know me anymore.”

“I have to kill,” he said. His face took on a haunted look, reflected darkly in the light from the lantern.

During the night they slept on the river bank but Jon was restless. He turned and twisted in his disturbed sleep until Yahyu got up and made him tea. She sat quietly next to him as he looked into the river, muttering words about fear and duty. Yahyu was lost for words but she sensed that her presence next to him was a comfort against his loneliness. She was so concerned for his problems that she forgot her own in her delight at being able to help another person. She sat next to him, holding his hand, until sleep once more overcame them.

***

As Yahyu’s boat was being prepared for departure in the morning, Jon went up to her and spoke quietly, “You look out for me in the goldfields. I will use Curup as my base in the mountains and you may be able to find me there. You have a difficult journey ahead of you and I wish you luck. Hope to see you again one day.”

He jumped out of her boat and she watched him climb the river bank followed by the young men with rifles slung from their shoulders. She knew he was hurrying so as to hide his embarrassment or perhaps to help her hide hers. Before they disappeared into the forest he turned to look at her once more and waved.


Chapter 2

“Hey, Nona,” called the old women on the boat. “We’re coming to a village. Do you want to get off?”

Yahyu was not prepared. She had been purposefully avoiding facing the decision of where and when to leave the boat and continue her journey to the goldfields. She liked the river and didn’t want to leave the security of the simple family. “What sort of village is it, Ibu?” she asked.

“Komrin, of course. This is Komrin Ulu country.”

Yahyu froze. She looked at the old woman sitting calmly on the side of the boat, biting on her betel nut with dark red teeth and spitting into the placid river. She seemed calm enough, but Yahyu remembered the terrifying tales told in her village of what the forest-dwelling Komrin did to Javanese migrants when they caught them. Most of them were bandits and they did not like intruders in their territory.

The old woman laughed. “What’re you afraid of? We’re Komrin too; we’re Komrin Ilir and we haven’t eaten you yet although one of those young Batak men last night said he wouldn’t mind getting a taste of you.

“You want to go west,” the old woman continued, “towards the mountains. We go north later, up towards Jambi. You get off at the next village and walk west.”

Yahyu detected a note of warning in the old woman’s voice, as if she didn’t want any argument. She felt the smile on her face slowly disappear as the full realisation of the woman’s statement hit her. She sat dejectedly on the side of the boat looking down at her feet while the family went about their business, pointedly ignoring her despair or perhaps hiding their embarrassment. Her recent boost of confidence, almost elation, resulting from her closeness to Jon suddenly evaporated as she realised she would once again be alone and she didn’t like being alone. She guessed they were afraid of Jon and his armed group and wanted to be rid of any association between themselves and Jon’s mission.

She regretted her bravado of the previous evening when she had rejected Jon’s offer of companionship. It had seemed such an easy, almost noble thing to do at the time; to give preference to her baby and to the needs of Jon above her own needs. It was easy because she felt comfortable on the boat with the simple river folk to talk to. She had not thought beyond the following day.

She sat thinking, in her slow but deliberate way, about the problems of surviving without a family. Friends weren’t like family; they came and went and there was no commitment, no loyalty, no togetherness. She wished she had accepted Jon’s offer because they could at least have pretended to be married.

“OK Nona, you ready to leave now?” The old woman spoke kindly but firmly as her husband tethered the boat to a rotting wooden pier on the edge of the village of Talang Basah.

Yahyu looked around her at the now-familiar scene but the boatman avoided her gaze. Although she had only been on the boat for a week, she had grown to think of it as home. It was hard to part company with this happy, easy-going family. She meekly picked up her small bundle of clothes and followed the old lady onto the pier.

Yahyu walked gingerly into the village. The reputation of the Komrin Ulu was truly terrifying; they were fierce warriors as well as black magicians, but no one in the village seemed to notice her or even to look in her direction. She wasn’t sure how to take it. It was like she was invisible. In her own village, if anyone new arrived, everyone came to see them and hoards of children would follow them everywhere. But here … there was nothing.

Talang Basah was a typical Komrin village of large wooden houses, big enough for several generations to live together, built on stilts ten feet above the ground. Livestock were kept under the houses during the dry season, and during the wet season the stilts kept the houses above water level. They were crowded together around three or four main streets which, at this time of year, were muddy but passable. During the rainy season, visits between houses had to take place by canoe.

They stopped by a small tea stall tucked under someone’s house and the old lady said something to the stall owner, who motioned Yahyu to sit down and brought her tea. Yahyu looked around, feeling insignificant and scared. No one talked to her and nobody seemed to even care that she was there. She sipped her tea while trying to think of what she should do. She couldn’t stay in this strange place where no one talked.

“Ibu, excuse me, can you tell me the way to the mountains, please?” Yahyu asked the stall owner but her words fell on deaf ears. The owner continued washing glasses, avoiding Yahyu’s eyes.

“What’s going on?” she whispered to the old lady from the boat. “Why are they ignoring us? You’re a Komrin. Why don’t you talk to them?”

“You don’t understand us yet. I’m from the river; these folks are from the forests. We talk similar but we’re different. They don’t trust me anymore than they trust you. They know I’m river folk from my accent and they know you’re a stranger from your face. Also, you’ve got class and it shows. They’ll be wary of you at first. But don’t worry, all Komrin are kind to strangers and they won’t hurt a woman, as long as she behaves.

“Not many Javanese girls as pretty as you would ever dare come near these places. Come to think of it, no girl, pretty or not, would ever travel this area alone. They don’t understand you and, to be honest, we don’t understand you either. They probably think you’re a witch. You certainly bewitched that Batak commander. We’re a bit scared of you too, now, after Jon. But the forest Komrin are scared of witches, so you can use that to your advantage.”

The lady got up to go.

“No, Ibu, stay with me please. Don’t go. I don’t know what to do.”

“Sorry Nona, we’ve got to go. The river is like that, always moving. It’s not like you farmers who stay in one place. We’ll meet again if you ever come by this river. I spent my life on the river. I know every bend, every current and every tree along the whole length of it. We river folk can never stay still; it’s not in our nature. Our home is not the boat, it’s the river.
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