
[image: Circumstance]



  
  
    Circumstance

    Truth and Lies in the Malayan Jungle

    Rosie Milne

    

    Monsoon Books

    Burrough on the Hill

  

  





  
  Published in 2019
by Monsoon Books Ltd
www.monsoonbooks.co.uk

  No.1 The Lodge, Burrough Court,
Burrough on the Hill, Leics. LE14 2QS, UK

  ISBN (paperback): 9781912049301
ISBN (ebook): 9781912049318

  Copyright©Rosie Milne, 2019

  The moral right of the author has been asserted.

  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

  Cover design by Cover Kitchen.

  








1

Prologue





  
  The District Officer’s bungalow, Kluanak, April 1924

  As Frank made his way along the path to the landing stage, night still hung in fluttering tatters from the branches of the trees and, in the uncanny light of pre-dawn, the ribbons of mist swirling from the river looked to him like ghostly arms stretched in dreadful welcome. But then he puffed out his chest, and he flexed his fingers, and he told himself not to be a damn fool: he mustn’t let Nony’s hoodoo give him the jumps; mist was only mist, and soon enough it would be burned away by the blowtorch of the sun; there was no such thing as black magic; if Nony thought she could chant a bit of hocus-pocus and thereby curse him then he must remember he was an Englishman, that’s all, and not a fellow to fall for any of your native nonsense.

  Still, he quickened his step, and he was relieved to see the higgledy pile of his barang, his luggage, loom out of the dimness. It was loosely stacked on the wooden landing stage, and beneath it, in the water, he could make out a patch of shadow denser than the surrounding darkness: it was the boat, a native perahu, awaiting his arrival. Three crewmen were sleepily lounging within it but, at his approach, they all bolted upright and straightened their shoulders.

  Once Frank attained the barang, two of the crewmen jumped up on to the landing stage to meet him. Frank had Boy, his servant, trotting along beside him. Boy and the crewmen set to loading the trunks and cases; though the air was still cool and fresh, they were soon huffing and sweaty with effort.

  Frank smoked as the Malays worked; the tip of his cigarette scribbled the air like a firefly. Only once the last of his things was safely stowed did he toss the glowing butt into the river. The two crewmen jumped back down into the perahu, making it rock beneath their weight.

  The head boatman, who’d never stirred from his perch in the prow, waited until the perahu had steadied, and then he reached up and he offered his hand to Frank, but Frank didn’t take it. Instead, he too hopped nimbly aboard, and again the perahu set to rocking. He momentarily lost his balance, but as soon as he’d regained it, he waved Boy closer. The servant stepped forward, to the very edge of the landing stage, and he leaned down. Frank adopted a friendly tone, or so he intended.

  “Well, goodbye,” he said. “Serve the next man as well as you’ve served me, and I dare say you’ll profit from it.”

  He feared Boy had prepared a parting address, both overwrought and wordy, so to prevent his delivering it, he turned and he inclined his chin to the head boatman, who nodded back. Frank sat down on a seat fashioned from a rough wooden plank; the head boatman lifted a long bamboo pole from the bottom of the boat, and then he used it to push off.

  After a moment or two, the perahu was swept into the central current, where the water flowed fastest. Frank resolutely kept his face set away from the riverbank, and away from this dashed entangled life he was quitting. He looked straight ahead, downriver, towards fresh fields and pastures new, he thought, with the grim relief of a man who felt he’d been trapped in post for far too long, with a millstone round his neck. He refused to acknowledge he knew damn well Nony was squatting like a frog on the verandah of their former home, watching him go, and quivering all the while with malevolent intent focused on him.

   

  *

   

  Nony was indeed stationed at the top of the short flight of stairs that gave access to the raised verandah of the District Officer’s – the DO’s – bungalow. She was sitting quite still, with First Daughter sleeping in her arms, and her face was so blank it appeared as serene as her child’s. She was determined to watch until the perahu, and with it Baba, Husband, had shrunk to such a speck she could no longer distinguish it, or him, from any other flotsam washing down the river. So, he was really going, was he? Then on his head be it! She was not in the least fooled by his apparent disregard of her. She was certain that at this, their ending, she and he each felt a prickling spark of awareness arc between them; she was certain Baba knew she was watching him go, and it consoled her to think he must be unnerved; he must fear he was condemned, notwithstanding the fool scoffed at magic. As if his scorn could save him! She allowed a smile to breach the passivity of her face: by the grace of the spirits, and thanks also to the help of their earthly intermediary, the pawang, it could be, at most, only another few weeks before Baba, her ensorcelled doll, would find himself tossed from the brilliantly shining human realm into the fainter, drearier one of the ghosts. Yes, later this morning she’d cast the spell the pawang had taught her, and thus consign Baba to destruction. Dead, safely distant somewhere miles out in the blue vastness of the sea. Dead, thanks to ceaseless, violent, uncontrollable laughter. Terminal laughter, literally terminal paroxysms so convulsive they shook him apart: shook his bones from his sinews; the blood from his liver; thought from his mind; his soul from his body. But still: merely laughter. Laughable, so onlookers must find its horror funny, and smile behind their hands at the victim of this, the most humiliatingly ridiculous death she and the pawang had been able to conceive.
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  The Ryton Cove Hotel, Dorsetshire, August 1924

  Four months was not long for a man to find himself a bride, especially when he was under the pressure of a bet, and Frank was horribly aware that two of his had already passed. Indeed, he was feeling rather dispirited as he pushed through the door into the tearoom: he’d been mistaken, perhaps, to have left London for Dorsetshire. Granted, the sea air was as bracing as he’d hoped it would be, so already, after only three hours of breathing it, he could feel it rinsing the lingering damp of Malaya from his lungs, but if first experiences were any guide, then the company threatened to be sadly lacking in delicious young topsies. He swept his gaze from tea table to tea table, intending to confirm to himself that nobody in here would be under 60 – but half a minute! There was one young woman; one young woman in all these talcum clouds of old ones he kept encountering everywhere.

  Some sixth sense caused Rose to turn her head: there was a man standing just inside the doorway and he was looking at her. For a long moment their gazes snagged. Under the force of this man’s gaze, Rose felt electrified and terrified in equal amounts. The intimacy of it was too much, so she looked away. Nonetheless, she remained as aware of the man as she would have been of a wolf in the corner of the tearoom. To her great chagrin, she felt her cheeks grow warm.

  Daphne noticed the blush spreading across her daughter’s cheeks. She twisted in her chair. Well! A man! A man standing alone, a rock of youth and masculinity in a room awash with old women. A whole man to boot, she noted, one in possession of all his limbs. Furthermore, nothing about his behaviour, or his demeanour, immediately suggested that his mind was scarred: no jerky movements; no waving his fist at the ceiling, and shouting. In the vicinity of 30, she judged, and tall enough for a girl of an unfortunate five foot eight. It was too bad he didn’t have the looks of a Rudolph Valentino, or a Douglas Fairbanks, but then, who did, in real life, in England? And in any case, the shallow luxury of aiming for a handsome catch was one no girl could afford these days – and no more could a mother. After all, apart from the newcomer there were only – what, four? – yes, four other men in the tearoom, not counting the pianist, a sad-looking specimen, middle-aged and drab in shabby tails, and three of those four must be 70 if they were a day, and the fourth, though young enough for Rose, had a flabby hole where his right cheek should have been, and his right eye was quite gone, the socket closed, now, by a flap of skin, and who knew what injuries he bore to his soul? She twisted back and she met her daughter’s eye.

  “I say! He must be a new guest, don’t you think?”

  Rose attempted to look oblivious.

  “Who must be, Mummy?”

  Daphne ignored such an amateurish attempt at dissembling. There was a tiered glass stand of tempting pastries at the centre of the tea table, and she happened to be holding a strawberry tart, as yet untasted, which she’d just selected. She now regarded it a moment, admired the glossy scarlet of the shiny berries. She said, “And no little woman tucked under his arm.”

  “Mummy!”

  Daphne shrugged.

  “It doesn’t mean, of course, he has no little woman waiting for him at home.”

  Rose, at 23, shared her mother’s despair that her real life, her life as an adored wife, was never going to get started. Nevertheless, she had her pride, and she now felt both humiliated and furious. But what could she say? Since nothing occurred to her, she reached for her teacup – a pretty one, the icy white porcelain decorated with a design of blue flowers. She took a sip of tea, hoping this would somehow discourage her mother from further presumption.

  Daphne took a bite of her strawberry tart, one so neat it scattered no crumbs and set no juice dribbling. After a pause for eating, she said, “You’ll want to meet him, won’t you. After all, it’s dull for you there are so few young people in the hotel.”

  Duller than a dun-coloured dress, agreed Rose.

  “I don’t mind.”

  Daphne again ignored her daughter’s attempt at dissembling. She ate another bite of strawberry tart and then she said, “Well, we most hope he’s suitable, that’s all.”

  Rose continued to sip her tea. She knew her mother meant suitably dynastic. The current sad shortage of men notwithstanding, it was clear that Mummy simply wouldn’t allow her to marry just anybody – a wrong sort of person. A man whose people were grocers, say, or railway engineers, that kind of thing. It just wouldn’t do.

   

  *

   

  The Ryton Cove Hotel was a ponderous monument to the dated Victorian Gothic style. The faux-baronial morning room was gloomy and chilly, even in August. For now it was empty apart from Rose, who was sitting at a desk by one of the windows, reading a letter from her cousin Beatrice – the two of them were as close as sisters, and they corresponded daily. Beatrice was spending August in a house her parents had rented for the month, in Suffolk, and as Rose read yet another account of parties and picnics, all of them attended, it seemed, by one Mr Edmund Marchmorant, she couldn’t help resenting that dear Bumbles appeared to be having a much jollier time of it than she was.

  The morning room door was of dark oak panels liberally sprinkled with iron studs; it looked as if it should creak, but the hotel management kept the hinges well oiled, and it opened silently. So when Frank pushed through it, he did not attract Rose’s attention; he was able to observe her a moment, without her realising she was being observed: what a stroke of luck! It was that girl again, the one from the tearoom yesterday, the one who’d so flatteringly refused to meet his eye, except for the briefest moment. Well! It would be jolly rude to ignore her in this otherwise empty, and echoing room. He squared his shoulders.

  “A fine morning,” he remarked.

  Rose glanced up, saw who was speaking, and, as so often, she felt herself betray herself by blushing – drat her traitorous cheeks. She put down Beatrice’s letter, hoping that the eagerness with which she did so was not too horribly ill-concealed, and then she glanced out of the window, as if to check whether or not the morning was indeed fine, but really to give herself a moment to compose herself. The window was a tall, arched affair with a stone frame, and leaded panes; beyond it was the terrace which gave onto the formal gardens.

  “Yes,” she said, to the shrubs outside. “A fine morning.”

  Frank noticed the effect he was having on Rose; nobody could call him conceited, but really there wasn’t a fellow alive who could have resisted feeling smug. By Jove, if only Slinger could see him now!

  “Sunny,” he smirked. “But not too sunny, a breeze, but not too breezy.”

  Rose dared to shoot him another glance: he was wearing a tweed jacket and plus fours.

  “For golf?”

  “Waiting for the fellows who’re going to make up a four with me.”

  By now, Frank had walked across the morning room. He was looming over the writing desk, and, wordlessly, he and Rose appraised each other.

  This girl was perhaps not the jammiest bit of jam, thought Frank, but even on the very closest inspection, nothing about her suggested any delicacy of constitution. She was slender, but not so thin she looked ill, and her complexion, though pale, was healthily clear. As to her features? Her nose was retroussé, which rather appealed. Her eyes were green, unusually so, and attractively large and round. Her coppery auburn hair was shingled, and though he thought the style unfortunate, he could nonetheless imagine it: he could imagine his hands in her hair … though such imagining was perhaps best avoided before tiffin, by a fellow on his way to golf, and certainly he must not let his eyes linger on this girl’s bosom, where it swelled invitingly full beneath the bodice of her cotton frock.

  For her part, Rose felt for a moment as if she were wheeling into the limitless blue of this man’s blue eyes, falling, flailing, through an icy sky … Not that she was one for nonsense. She reined herself in, and she told herself, with protective prissiness, that the stranger had about him a delightfully boyish air, a blonde and carefree air, to match his colouring. Open. He looked open. Candid – not at all a tortured dark prince. Alas, she could not judge him conventionally handsome. He was tall, six foot or very nearly, but he wasn’t attractively rangy: he had about him a softness and a fullness that suggested in a few years he’d run to fat; the lines of his face were too round for male beauty, his features were somewhat doughy and his complexion was marred here and there by pock marks. Still, she found his looks touching; after all, she knew what it was to confront the world from behind a face judged ordinary. And in any case, how marvellous it would be to sink into his manly arms … not that she could let herself think about that just now; it would be worse, even, than fancying herself tumbling through the boundless sky.

   

  *

   

  Frank knew he had to push things along, and Rose saw no need to slow them down, so although it was only a few days since they’d first talked to each other in the morning room, they were already on first-name terms – and, indeed, almost inseparable. Now they were playing tennis. The hotel’s court was badly sited; there was only open ground, and no wind brake of trees between it and the cliff half a mile away, so the slightest sea breeze set tennis balls bobbing and swirling until they became unplayable. But on a calm day, such as today, with the sky like a blue blanket spread to dry in the sun, there could be, thought Rose, no prettier spot for tennis. And certainly there was no one in the world she’d rather be playing than Frank whom, she thought, looked edible in his tennis whites. Likewise, Frank thought Rose, in her own tennis whites, looked as lickable as a vanilla ice and he admired her graceful athleticism just as much as she admired his.

  Frank was much the better player. Though in each game he’d given Rose fifteen, she’d barely troubled him at all on his own serve, and she’d only held her own because he’d let her. Now, he was serving for the match. He dawdled before he tossed the ball, relishing this chance to show off. Then: up went the ball; thwack, his racquet connected. The ball made a purposeful parabola through the still, warm air. Rose darted across the grass court, a flash of white against green. Thwack, her return went straight into the net.

  “Oh, rotten luck!” cried Frank, delighted to have won.

  Rose was eager to compliment him.

  “Luck? Not at all. It was a splendid serve.”

  The two of them left the court, laughing and panting. They swung their heavy, wooden racquets as they walked to the welcome shade of a canvas awning; beneath it were a couple of cane chairs, and a table set with glasses and a big jug of lemon barley water. Rose flopped down into one of the chairs.

  “So hot!” she said, fanning her face.

  Frank began to pour the lemon barley water.

  “Hot?” he echoed, with exaggerated incredulity, as he passed over her glass. “This would be a cool afternoon in Saramantan.”

  Frank delivered the word Saramantan casually. Nevertheless, Rose seized on it as a clue in a treasure hunt. She assumed, of course, that Saramantan must be someplace somewhere in the Empire, some otherwise sad and benighted patch of the globe, where, luckily enough for the natives, Britannia now held sway.

  “Where’s that? Africa?”

  Frank shook his head.

  “Malaya.”

  Rose consulted the personal chart of the world she carried in her head and she found …  nothing. Malaya was nowhere marked, not even as terra incognita. After a telling beat she giggled in what she hoped was a winningly disarming way.

  “And where’s that?”

  Frank generally found his fellow countrymen’s ignorance of geography irritating, but in Rose’s case he was prepared to be indulgent.

  “I’ll show you on the map.”

  The two of them smiled at each other, each of them imagining their two heads bent over an unrolled map, his finger pointing, hers following. Rose broke the stretching silence.

  “I gather you have been there?”

  “More than that: I live there.”

  Rose flinched. For a split second her face revealed her distress; but then she shifted in her chair, which was scratchy against her legs, and she mastered herself.

  “An Empire builder?”

  “Yes. With the SCS. The Saramantan Civil Service. I go back in September.”

  Rose gave an inner wail. She asked, as calmly as she could, “How long have you lived there?”

  “My entire life. My people were stationed there.”

  “You were born there?”

  Frank nodded.

  “An English son of the Malayan soil. My earliest memories of colour and heat.”

  Oh dear, thought Rose, this was another rotten blow, one just as awful as the distance to Malaya, and the brevity of Frank’s leave. Not that she minded, but Mummy was of the firm opinion that no Englishman born in the colonies was a proper Englishman.

  “Gosh,” she said.

  “Yes. My father was an SCS man before me, served for nearly thirty years.” Frank paused, and then he added, “I’ve never lived in England, apart from school. Hinchford. Soon after my seventh birthday I travelled back in the care of one Mr and Mrs Shields, a missionary couple returning to Scotland, to retire after a lifetime of service.”

  Rose blinked, and then she blinked again. What a pang it gave her to imagine Frank as a boy, small and lost-looking, arriving, solitary, on the shores of what must surely have seemed to him a strange and lonely new life. And though it was necessary, what a sacrifice for his parents, to send him away.

  “Boys need Latin and Greek,” she sighed.

  “Boys need playing fields and bracing games.”

  “Indeed … But when you arrived England must have seemed so foreign?”

  “Yes. And I seemed foreign to the other boys. I spoke Malay better than I spoke English – I certainly wrote it better. I preferred rice to bread, or potatoes … The other fellows thought I had some peculiar ways, they called me jungle boy … It was autumn, coming on for winter, and yet I couldn’t get used to coats, gloves, scarves. I refused to wear Wellingtons – I often went shoeless in Saramantan. And the English too cold-mannered for me.”

  “I say!” Rose chaffed him. “You think I’m cold-mannered?”

  “Frightfully,” nodded Frank, deadpan. They took a moment to enjoy their teasing, and then he continued, “I was used to running wild, climbing trees, roaming the jungle … Did you have a pet as a child?”

  “A beagle.”

  “A beagle! Once, I was allowed to keep a tiger cub, and there were generally a few tame monkeys around the bungalow, a parrot or two, snakes … All that, then school. Prayers in the abbey every morning and Euclid every afternoon.”

  “Were you very unhappy?”

  Frank shrugged.

  “I was sustained by the thought that one day I’d go back.” He paused. “And I did. I returned home as soon as I could, immediately after I left school.”

  Rose wondered whether she could ever think of anywhere abroad as home. But then it occurred to her home was perhaps not a place, but a person. The thought made her blush. Frank smiled at her, and her blush intensified.

  “Your parents must have been delighted to have you back,” she said, in some confusion.

  Frank shook his head.

  “They were dead by then. Mother died soon after I was sent to school. Fever. Three years later Father followed her to the grave. I never saw either of them again, after they passed me into the care of Mr and Mrs Shields.”

  Rose’s swelling heart now seemed almost to burst with pity. She longed to reach out to take Frank’s hand, but it was impossible of course; she’d have to make do with touching him in some other way.

  “My father’s dead too,” she offered. “Thrown from a horse when I was twelve.”

  “What rotten luck.”

  “Yes. Rotten luck.”

  For a long beat they met and held each other’s gazes. Rose looked away first. She was feeling ever more flustered, and she spoke a little wildly.

  “Do you have brothers? Sisters? Were there cousins you could go to in the holidays?”

  Frank shook his head.

  “Oh, no. I’ve got no family. So far as I know I haven’t a relation in the world. I spent holidays at school.”

  Rose felt her eyes grow hot and moist; what a privilege it would be, she thought, to be the woman lucky enough to pierce Frank’s solitude.

   

  *

   

  By now, when it came to Rose and Frank, all the women at the Ryton Cove Hotel had their fingers crossed – all apart from Daphne. Notwithstanding her initial eagerness to effect an introduction between Mr Langham and her daughter, she was, contrariwise, becoming steadily more uneasy about their friendship. Oh, she admitted Mr Langham was charming all right, and that was part of the trouble: he was too much of a charmer for her taste. She suspected him of untrustworthiness; she couldn’t quite put her finger on why, except that the things Rose said she admired in him – his artlessness, his candour – she found overdone, and hence suspicious. He was too blatantly candid to be sincere. Or so worried Daphne.

  And then again, there was the matter of Mr Langham’s people. Nobody seemed to know a thing about them. Daphne had been conducting investigations, of course, via letters dispatched to her friends in London, and to her sister, Louise, Beatrice’s mother, now holidaying in Suffolk, but all her enquiries had drawn blanks. She found this terribly worrying. So much of her mental energy was expended on social mapping – who was connected to whom, and was it by birth, or by marriage? – that she was confident if she could plot no co-ordinates at all for a man, then in all likelihood he had no co-ordinates worth plotting.

  Such was her concern, she had decided it would be irresponsible to tolerate the uncertainty any longer; she must tackle the problem of Mr Langham’s people head-on. She and Rose were in the chilly morning room, sitting with Mrs Hamilton-Whitney, a large lady of 50, and the two Misses Templeton, tweedy, ageing, spinsters. Daphne was sitting on one of the sofas, next to the younger Miss Templeton; Rose was sitting on the opposite sofa, between Mrs Hamilton-Whitney and the elder Miss Templeton. For the last twenty minutes, the quartet of older women had been discussing millinery trimmings, and now they were disagreeing on whether or not it was too much for ladies past their prime to have silk violets dangling by their ears: Mrs Hamilton-Whitney rather thought not, although she could persuade neither Daphne nor the Misses Templeton to her jaunty opinion.

  Rose was bored out of her skull. So she was more than ever delighted when Frank walked in with Mr Hamilton-Whitney, both of them dapper in their plus fours.

  Mr Hamilton-Whitney nodded towards the stone-framed window.

  “Raining,” he announced. “No golf.”

  Frank and Rose took the chance of this little distraction to smile at each other unobserved. Or so they thought. In fact, Mr Hamilton-Whitney was the only one in the room unaware of their telltale smile; the women no more missed it than they’d have missed a horse falling out of the sky and landing five feet in front of them.

  Daphne reached up and pretended to pat her hair back into place, as if it had been ruffled by a momentary breeze.

  “Oh, Mr Langham,” she said, with no attempt at guile, “I’ve been meaning to ask: are you by any chance one of the Somerset Langhams?”

  Frank was wary of Mrs Fitzgilbert, whom he regarded as something of a tartar. Nonetheless, he was keen to ingratiate himself with a woman as important in Rose’s life as her mother, so he bestowed upon her what he hoped was his most irresistible smile.

  “No,” he said. “Never been to Somerset.”

  “No? Then perhaps the Lincolnshire Langhams?”

  “Nor Lincolnshire.”

  Daphne knew of no other Langhams but these.

  “Then where are your people?”

  Frank was surprised. He looked at Rose.

  “Oh,” he said. “Oh, you didn’t tell her?”

  Daphne likewise looked at Rose.

  “Tell me what?” she demanded of her daughter.

  Rose blushed. How she wished the ground would open up and swallow her! She was just steeling herself to admit that Frank was one of the Saramantan Langhams, when Frank himself beat her to speech. He had composed his face into a solemn mask and he spoke in his most churchy voice.

  “My people are in heaven. Mother, Father, both dead these twenty years.”

  There was a beat of uncomfortable silence.

  “I’m so sorry,” said Daphne, not a bit sorrowfully. She knew she shouldn’t, but she decided needs must, she’d better pry. “But before that … ?”

  “Before that they were in Saramantan.” Frank paused, “That’s in Malaya.” He added, considerately. “It’s where I’m from.”

  “From?” Asked Daphne, as if the word were new to her.

  “Born there.” Frank clarified.

  Daphne dismissed colonials as black sheep and remittance men – men paid so much each month by their families to keep them out of the country. Or else they were small-minded suburbanites transplanted to the tropics, where they became far too cocksure for their own good. In any case, they were terribly inferior sorts, the lot of them.

  “I see,” she said, in an icicle voice.

  Frank sensed the chill, and he even understood it, nonetheless he soldiered on.

  “I live there still. I’m on Home leave between postings.”

  Mr Hamilton-Whitney rubbed his hands together, jovially.

  “Langham’s a jungle-wallah. A District Officer deep in the jungle, don’t you know.”

  Daphne looked severe. She couldn’t approve of jungles, and she could only suppose a District Officer must be something akin to a District Nurse, which was an admirable thing to be, but scarcely manly. She raised an accusatory eyebrow to Mrs Hamilton-Whitney: why didn’t you tell me this? Mrs Hamilton-Whitney looked back at her with apologetic innocence: this is news to me. But though Daphne was cross with Mrs Hamilton-Whitney, she was far crosser with Rose. She turned to her daughter: the infernal girl would not meet her eye. Huh! She bestowed upon her a glittering glare, and she said again, in a tone just as wintery as before, “I see.”

   

  *

   

  Rose and Daphne continued to stew over, as Daphne saw it, her daughter’s underhand and unjustifiable refusal to share significant information about Mr Langham, and, as Rose saw it, her mother’s snobbish and unjustifiable disdain for all colonials, but especially those named Frank Langham. About a week later they again had words about him.

  For the sake of economy, mother and daughter were sharing a room. It was a big room, well able to accommodate, at one end, two single beds, a wardrobe, a washstand and a dressing table, and, at the other, a stone fireplace, empty in the summer months, with armchairs arranged at right angles to it. A few side tables were dotted about. The heavy, and heavily carved, mahogany furniture harked back to the 1890s, as did the fussily fringed brocade curtains. Though the lighting was electric, the gilded wall lights were old-fashioned homages to curlicues and twiddles.

  For the past hour Daphne had been in the hotel’s library, reading The Times – such terrible events in Asia Minor – but now she had returned to her’s and Rose’s room to change for dinner. When she pushed through the door she found her daughter curled up on one of the armchairs, looking miserable and with a letter unfolded on her lap.

  “Are you moping?” she accused.

  Rose was startled out of her reverie.

  “Moping? No.”

  “Well something’s the matter.”

  “No it’s not.”

  Daphne looked at Rose a long moment, and then she nodded to the letter in her lap.

  “Who’s it from?”

  Rose saw nothing else for it.

  “Beatrice,” she sighed, “I expect there’s one for you from Aunt Louise somewhere in the mail.”

  Daphne flinched as she saw, immediately, the lie of the land. According to Louise’s letters from Suffolk – almost unbearably gloating letters – Beatrice, dratted girl, had quite made one Mr Edmund Marchmorant her victim. Indeed, Louise’s last letter had talked of little but this Edmund, of his house, Raddington Court, of what little dears his sisters were, of how delightful was his mother.

  “Dear Beatrice,” she said, bracing herself, “what news?”

  Mother and daughter exchanged a significant look.

  “Mr Marchmorant has proposed,” confirmed Rose. “Uncle Thomas has given his permission; they’re to be married as soon as can be arranged.”

  Though, when she thought of how Louise would now condescend to her, Daphne felt desperately sorry for herself, she felt sorrier still for her daughter, and she spoke as gently as she was able.

  “You poor old thing.”

  Rose looked shocked.

  “Mummy! I’m very pleased for Beatrice.”

  “Of course you are.”

  “I am!”

  “But still.”

  Rose dropped her gaze to the letter in her lap. She re-read a line of Beatrice’s looping scrawl: My ring is set with three garnets, each as plump as a red currant … For a moment, her whole being flared with fury. It was too bad! It was too bad Beatrice was engaged, and she wasn’t. It was too bad she was pitied and patronised by her mother.

  “You should know something!” she flashed. “I believe Frank is going to propose.”

  Daphne was aghast.

  “What? You can’t mean it, surely?”

  “Yes I can. I do.”

  Daphne berated herself as a fool, an absolute fool: much against her better judgement she’d persuaded herself nothing could come of Rose’s and Mr Langham’s friendship – not when he was going back to Saramantan in another month or so. She wrung her hands and she said, with anguish, “I quite blame myself. I knew it! I should have nipped all this in the bud. I should have bundled you home. I told myself: it’s a flash in the pan, Daphne, a flash in the pan.”

  “But all you’ve ever wanted for me is that I marry.”

  “Marry well.”

  “I know you don’t like colonials, but …”

  Daphne interrupted her daughter.

  “Our family has never had anything to do with those sorts of people.”

  “Such terribly bad form,” said Rose, facetiously.

  Daphne narrowed her eyes.

  “Form has nothing to do with it. You can’t frisk off to Saramantan; you’ve never even been to Scotland.”

  “The great world out there. The vast, wide world all waiting to be discovered.”

  “Don’t be silly! Abroad is bloody!”

  “But you’ve never been there!”

  “I’ve never broken my leg, either, but I know I wouldn’t want to. I mean, to say: Malaya! The distance! How many thousands of miles is it, between England and Malaya?”

  Rose’s anger began to cool. She warned herself: be compassionate; be grateful. She thought how resentful she’d have been if her mother hadn’t been upset at the thought of her removal to Saramantan – or to anywhere distant, for that matter. And she was an only child. Her mother was a widow. She wanted to ask: you worry you’d be lonely, Mummy, if marriage whisked me far away? But her courage failed her, so she asked instead, “You worry I’d be lonely, Mummy?”

  Daphne gave a dismissive toss of her head.

  “Of course you’d be lonely … I worry you wouldn’t cope. Life in the jungle.”

  “I’d be interested to see how I overcame the challenges.”

  “Heat? Malaria? Too many hairy creeping things with too many legs? Nothing but leaves and leaves and trees and trees for miles and miles and miles. No shops. No social life to speak of. What would you do all day? Who would you see? The tedium! And once you were imprisoned by the forest there’d be no turning back.”

  Rose flinched, as it hit her, at last – and oh, God, too late, perhaps? – that she and her mother were horribly tempting fate. She flapped her hands, as if to flap away any loitering god of retribution.

  “We should stop this, Mummy, we’re getting all forward of things. Frank may not propose, after all.”

  “But you said you think he’s going to.”

  “Perhaps I was mistaken.”

  Daphne was scarcely falling for that. She stared a moment at some stone acanthus leaves carved into the fireplace surround. Never mind that Mr Langham could so easily remove Rose to some distant shore, and there trap her in a life of boredom and loneliness, what about her suspicion of his character? Was he kind? Generous? Loyal? How could she know, when he looked at her with such damning guilelessness? Tact was not her forte, and yet she did try to be tactful.

  “Think ahead!” she said. “Once the springtime blossoms of first acquaintance had dropped their pretty pink petals, I fret you’d all too quickly become exasperated by his boyish ways.”

  Rose took umbrage.

  “I doubt it; I do so admire him for them.”

  Unusually for her, Daphne was at something of a loss; she retreated to her habitual directness.

  “Well in any case, he looks me too fully in the eye.”

  “What?” Rose jibbed, “What do you mean?”

  “It makes me think he must be hiding something.”

  “Mummy!”

  “I find him too charming to be trustworthy. Only a fool would trust charm.”

  “Thank you!”

  “It’s too easily switched on and off. It’s so horribly presumptuous.”

  “You’d prefer me to marry a boor?” Rose’s voice was rising. Nonetheless, she flinched again at her own hubris. “I mean, if Frank proposes,” she added, hastily. “If he does.”

  Daphne spoke harshly.

  “If he does, you must turn him down, that’s all. You can’t condemn yourself to life in the middle of nowhere with a jungle-wallah. My only child! My dearest girl!”

   

  *

   

  One side of the formal gardens at The Ryton Cove Hotel was bordered by a yew walk, a roofless outdoor corridor carpeted with grass and with high walls of dark glossy green. The far end was open to the view across to the sea, the end nearest the main building was hidden from the terrace by a curve of the hedge. This curve enclosed a pretty white marble rotunda; within the rotunda Rose and Frank were standing entwined, kissing.

  For Rose, this was the first time she’d ever exchanged a kiss on the mouth with a man. It was unspeakably exciting. She felt terribly sophisticated to be kissing like this; she felt giddy with her own dangerous daring. And this kiss contained within itself the promise of so many other firsts, of lips, hands, flesh, of carnal joys to come …

  Frank, meanwhile, thought this kiss was very pleasant, very pleasant indeed.

  The two of them pulled apart. Somewhere in the hedges behind them, an unseen blackbird began to sing. Rose thought he was singing words of broken air: note-by-note his song changed tone, as if with emotion; she felt he was singing for her, that more than having meaning his song had meaning for her. But what was its meaning? She looked deeper into Frank’s blue eyes, willing and hoping.

  As he’d been leading Rose to the rotunda, Frank had been feeling supremely confident, but once they were actually standing beneath the white marble canopy of its roof he’d begun to feel unaccountably nervous. Their kiss had steadied him, and now he saw the longing in Rose’s eyes, he once again felt assured of success. He relaxed and he took her hands, as if he were preparing to swing her around.

  “I’m awfully fond of you, you know. Awfully. And I rather hope you may be becoming awfully fond of me?”

  Rose’s heart began to thump.

  “Oh, awfully.”

  “But you know I must go back to Saramantan at the end of my leave.”

  “Yes.”

  “Do you think you could be happy there? I mean with me. If …” Frank’s nervousness returned and momentarily jammed his tongue.

  Rose’s thumping heart thumped harder.

  “If?”

  “Well, I was thinking … we’re awfully fond of each other. I thought perhaps, if you weren’t appalled by the idea of moving to Saramantan – or, for that matter, appalled by the idea of me …  I mean I thought we may …” Frank took a deep breath. “Oh darling, it is yes, isn’t it.”

  In the background, the blackbird continued to sing and for a moment Rose felt her being merge with his reedy music; for a moment she became nothing but the purity of his sound.

  “Yes it is,” she said.

   

  *

   

  Outbound mail, November 1924: Letters sent from The Europa Hotel, BB, Saramantan

  
    From Rose to Beatrice
  

  Dearest Bumbles,

  What a treat! I found your lovely long letter waiting for me in Singapore – we stopped there two weeks, to rest after the voyage out, before leaving again for Saramantan, where now I find myself. It was blissful to read of your wedding and honeymoon, though your letter made me regret anew I could not stay in England long enough after my own speedy marriage to see you married in your turn. Mrs Edmund Marchmorant of Raddington Court!!! Are you yet used to the change from a girl with one name to a wife with another? I begin to be, I think – the slow weeks of my shipboard honeymoon acclimatised me somewhat to my elevated status just as much as they did to the increasing ferocity of the sun. In any case, I concur wholeheartedly that married life is wonderful. It is indeed very satisfactory to be a wife. (Married love!!! What a thing!!!)

  I must apologise I failed to sit down sooner to write back to you, but there were so many diversions in Singapore, that busy, sinful city, that whilst I was there I swirled about all day in a whirl of parties and dances and picnics and shopping, and it is only now I am removed to Bandar Baru, an altogether quieter backwater, that I can devote myself to the pleasures of friendship, and of letter-writing. I do hope any letters you sent to me after the one to Singapore you remembered to address to me here, care of Government House, and the same until I can send you my permanent address. Out here we call it BB, but do not write that on your envelope for fear of confusing your postman, even supposing he knows Bandar Baru is the capital of Saramantan Island, which I doubt; this scarcely being on a par with knowing Paris is the capital of France.

  A little coasting steamer brought us here from Singapore. I promise you not a patch on the P&O for grandness or for comfort, and the captain a much rougher fellow than would be acceptable on any ocean liner. We have been here now three days and the British people have made me most welcome, so when I haven’t been lounging indolent in the prostrating heat, I’ve been taking tea with various of our officials’ wives, or drinking gin pahits at the Club – gin and bitters, I mean, a drink deliciously pink, the colour of much diluted raspberry cordial, and I’m told the Old Hands believe it protects against malaria. In any case it is terribly popular here – except with Frank, who says he is a whisky-wallah, and he never found a gin cocktail he could drink all night.

  BB is a pretty little town, a dozing sort of place set at the mouth of the Saramantan River – a sluggish, muddy thing. There is only a small barracks – called here a cantonment – housing barely enough soldiers to put down anything but a half-hearted riot, Frank says, and not much in the way of a civil district, either. Everywhere the jungle presses close to the streets, so you catch a flash of green and a glimpse of trees wherever you go – not unlike Suffolk, or so I should imagine? Except these trees – towering things – shoulder into the world with far more swagger than any English oak and, ever present at the edge of my vision, they are a constant reminder I’ll soon be living in the jungle. Although where in the jungle is anyone’s guess as Frank is yet to receive his posting, which I think awfully unfair. Notwithstanding my idea of one upriver outstation is as blank as the next, I itch to know where he and I will make our first home.

  In the meantime, I must report the natives here form a fearful hotchpotch. Most of them are Malay, but there are also numerous Chinamen, who originally came here to trade, and Indians, who arrived sometime in the last century as indentured labourers. Rather thrillingly, there are also to be found wandering the unpaved streets many Dayak – aboriginal people from a great variety of the different primitive tribes that populate the interior of Saramantan Island.

  These Dayak spare nothing for an English lady’s blushes. Even in town the best dressed men wear little more than loincloths, and some of them go naked, all except for stringy belts and ornamental pins they stick through their things, and if they have piercings even here, you can no doubt imagine the state of their ears! The women are no better. I saw a bare-breasted woman on the very steps of the courthouse, and grotesquely swollen to boot, for she was That Way.

  Will you be alarmed if I tell you all the various Dayak were until recently keen headhunters? My dear husband, who sometimes likes to frighten me, says even today they sneak a head, now and then, when chance arises. He adds when he was a boy, some of them were even man-eaters!!!

  What about the natives of Suffolk?  Do they eat each other? Write soon to tell me!

  With that plea I must finish this to you, and steel myself to write to Mummy. You know how she is about Frank – how lucky you are your own mother approves your match – and her latest to me I find outrageous. It’s a rambling tale of an ancient crime she got from her friend Miss Bellington, a terrible know-it-all, in which a bride newly arrived in the colonies discovers too late her husband is a fraud. I can only think Mummy intended this yarn to deliver a stiletto thrust between my ribs, and though she may not like Frank, to send me a letter as good as saying she thinks he is not the man he seems to be, I judge altogether too much. I have decided to pretend I missed her letter’s point entirely, which should irritate her no end, or so I hope.

  Your loving cousin, Rosebud

   

  *

   

  
    From Rose to Daphne
  

  Dearest Mummy,

  Thank you for your last, which was waiting for me when I arrived in Singapore, but such were the demands on my time there I could not reply at once. Still, Frank and I have now safely arrived in BB and I have leisure at last to pick up my pen.

  I am pleased for you Miss Bellington has returned from the Isle of Wight, although I must regret that on learning I had leapt headlong to the altar, and with a jungle-wallah to boot, she should regale you with a tall tale of crack-up in the colonies. I should quite agree the whole thing shows such frightfully bad form, if only I believed a word of it.

  Well, I do believe some of it. I don’t doubt this Enid of Miss Bellington’s married an Old Africa Hand who’d served his whole career in the middle of some desert nowhere. I can quite believe, as well, that as a bachelor Walter took to drink to help him cope with the hardships of life bounded by all that stretching sand, and the sun striking down on him like a weapon, no doubt. Moreover, when he took his fateful Home leave I’m sure he was indeed at great pains to disguise his dissolute nature. It was only sensible that through temporary sobriety he kept from E (and from her mother) he was nothing but a lousy drunkard. So much would any man do, however reprobate. And it’s only natural that any bride, arriving in the dusty middle of miles of arid emptiness, and making the vile discoveries her new husband was both a liar and a sot, would be so shocked and humiliated she’d decline to mention a thing about it in letters Home. But that one day when W was dead to the world in a drunken stupor, E, deranged by heat and despair, only went and shot him, I think stretches credulity. And as to the authorities believing her when she claimed W had shot himself in a fit of delirium tremens, this I find doubtful. Can a man hold a gun to his heart when he is overcome by the weakness and confusion of a shaking fever? Still, if E got away with it locally, then I suppose it holds together that in letters Home she’d claim W had died respectably, of a fever, since how would those in England ever learn the disreputably damning truth? I can swallow too that after she’d returned to live with her parents, she’d guard her terrible secret down all the long years from W’s death to her own. Even the simplest lady could summon the requisite reserve and cunning if she were absolutely petrified for her own neck. But I find it hard to believe that almost with her last breath, E whispered all the thrilling details of her horrible crime to her sister, in a final act of repentance. A story such as this would take too long to tell for a deathbed, and require too much energy of the departing. Or in any case, that’s what I think.

  It’s better than a penny dreadful! Where did Miss B find this exciting tale? Is Enid’s now doddery sister a close friend of hers? For that matter, why did the sister tell all? If I’d had a sister, and she’d confessed to me she were a murderess, I can’t think I’d scatter the news. I hesitate to ask, Mummy, for fear you’ll take umbrage, but are you quite sure Miss B is reliable? Is she perhaps in her spare time an authoress convinced her readers’ appetite for crime, treachery, murder and general infamy is nothing short of something terrible?

  Your sceptical daughter, Rose

   

  *

   

  
    From Frank “Langers” Langham to Robert “Dandy” Dabney-Dent
  

  What ho, Farmer Dandy,

  What a turn up when I arrived back from leave, only to discover you’ve quit the SCS for the delights of farming with your brother in Suffolk. They say at the Club you departed at the behest of your little woman, who was missing her people worse than ever now she’s presented you with a son and heir. Can it be true? If so, I must call you a sentimental fathead and I do hope my own little woman never tries anything like that.

  Yes, you read those words aright: my own little woman. From which you’ll gather I won my bet with Slinger; I’ve now joined the two of you in holy deadlock. Respectable domesticity at last for Yours Truly. Slinger hasn’t been in BB while I’ve been here, so I haven’t been able to collect my winnings, but I shall jolly well write to claim them. Oh, if only I could see his face when he learns he must now stump up $500!

  My bride, Rose, is a ripping girl, and unlike your Violet, I doubt she’ll miss her people as her mother is a veritable gorgon. A crashing snob, too. The haughty maternal does not disguise she thinks her precious daughter could have done considerably better than Yours Truly, and she makes it plain not only that she thinks I am an utter bounder to have snatched her only child, but also that said child is nothing but a terrific ingrate and terribly disloyal to go so far away from her – she’s a widow, and determined to extract much more than her full portion of rightful sympathy for it. Thank God I’m separated from her by half the globe, and I’m sure my Rose thinks the same.

  I know penmanship could be, to you, as garlic to a vampire, nonetheless, I would ask you write to let me know how you get along with the wheat and beans and barley in Suffolk.

  Yours, Langers

   

  *

   

  
    From Frank “Langers” Langham, to Charles “Slinger” Slightman
  

  What ho, Slinger,

  How go things at Relunas? You’ll gather from the head of the paper that I’m back from my leave. Alas, I was met by the news Dandy has returned Home. So the Three Musketeers are reduced to two. A pity, and we’ll have to put on a bit of a riot to make up for his absence next time we go carousing.

  I had a ripping time in England, although not so ripping I regret returning; on the contrary, I’m delighted to breathe once again the tepid and vegetal air of Saramantan. Home! There’s no place like it, as they say.

  You’ll understand if I want to report instanter that I did as you so rashly bet I’d never manage to do during my send-off. What a night! I can remember nothing after I was chaired around the room. And what a piece of luck you and Dandy were both in BB to share it with me. But I mustn’t lose myself in thickets of nostalgia. The point is: I proved myself Dandy’s equal in the matter of speedy romantic footwork. Yes, old man, I bagged a wife in England, notwithstanding my ugly mug. So, that’s $500 you owe me, and don’t think I’ll let you off the debt just because you were roaring drunk when we shook on it.

  My Rose is devoted to me and I think she’ll make me very happy. She’s awfully sweet and pretty, but not a bit drifty – a cool-headed girl, and I trust she’ll be just as robust, resilient and resourceful as she needs to be to make a go of things out here.

  I await your amazed congratulations, and your money. My warmest regards to Maude, and I trust young Peter thrives.

  Yours, Langers

  PS Hollingworth is to tell me tomorrow where I am to be posted.
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  Government House and the Club, BB, November 1924

  Frank, clueless, wasn’t in the least bit worried. Although he’d omitted to tell Rose that when he’d departed Kluanak for Home leave he’d cast aside a nonya, a native concubine, and four children he thought of as hers, not theirs, he didn’t fret she’d stumble on the truth in BB. He knew well enough the capital was a bubbling pot of rumour and intrigue, but he was confident his bride could not be enlightened by the local gossips, since, thank God, none of them knew a thing about his former life of far-from-monastic bachelordom.

  Who was he kidding? There were few, very few, secrets amongst the British community on Saramantan, and many, very many, open secrets. Everybody knew that. And everybody deceived themselves that never mind other people’s secrets, their own were safe enough. Poor Frank! When he’d been living with Nony he’d convinced himself geography would keep him safe: Saramantan was a big island; Kluanak was two days upriver from BB; isolation would protect him from wagging tongues and pointing fingers. Or so he’d argued back then. And when he’d visited town he’d been tight-lipped about his domestic affairs; he’d confided in no one at all down the years, debarring only Slinger and Dandy, but they were good fellows and they’d always promised not to tell.

  Alas, their promises had been empty, at least once they’d married. Although neither Slinger nor Dandy had ever kept a nonya, in their time they’d both spent plenty of sweat on local girls. But, as Frank had been increasingly insistently aware, in the year before his Home leave, their days of careless pleasure were now behind them. Slinger’s Maude, niece of the director of BB’s little hospital, had arrived in ’21, in need of a husband. She’d quickly decided on Slinger, and that, for him, had been that. Meanwhile, in ’22, Dandy, had returned from his own first Home leave after the War with Violet on his arm – she was the daughter of a family long known to his people. Naturally, the two men had sworn their new wives to secrecy and dished Frank’s dirt.

  After Maude and Violet were in on the skinny, it was only a matter of time. Though both the outstation where Maude still lived, and also the one where Violet had until recently lived, were just as isolated as Kluanak, they too had visited town, now and again, and when they had, they’d chattered. Moreover, Maude, in particular, had quickly developed a network of correspondents on Saramantan. There were gaps in their knowledge, of course, and even what they did know they’d always edited freely as they saw fit. Still, the gist of Frank’s story – a nonya, children – had slowly drifted up and downriver from them to all the ladies of the island, who’d passed on the scandal to their husbands.

  Indeed, for well over a year now, there had been only one Briton anywhere on Saramantan unaware of Frank’s transgression: Mr Hollingworth. He was the head of the SCS, a being god-like in his ability to dispense as he pleased the lives of his officials, and one much feared and disliked by them. In the way of unpopular chiefs everywhere, he was tacitly excluded from the gossip, even when the gossip concerned only trivial matters such as Mrs A’s speaking sharply to Mrs B about some nothing-at-all. As to gossip such as a man’s keeping of a nonya? Nobody in BB, not even the most incessant rattler, would dream of breathing a word to the chief about something so serious.

  And it was serious. However far-flung their postings, Empire builders, and their wives, all understood Britannia ruled more by prestige than by force, ergo her representatives should behave at all times with the utmost propriety. It was pointed out to every new recruit to the Colonial Civil Services that if he took to native women, then that would have an adverse effect on his ability to fulfil his duties: how, he’d be asked, rhetorically, how could a magistrate dispense justice fairly if he were sleeping with a relative of the aggrieved party? Moreover, he’d be given a standard letter warning of the official disgrace and ruin which would certainly follow should he enter into arrangements of concubinage with females belonging to the native populations.

  Yes, for Empire builders concubinage meant the sack. In theory. In practice these things were generally not noticed, if no one drew attention to them, and concubinage, though officially disallowed, was tolerated, in some places even almost sanctified by custom – the custom of the concubine-keepers, if not that of the concubines. But in Mr Hollingworth’s colony? No. No, he firmly believed that if the white man’s burden was to save the native from the consequences of his childishness, then the white woman’s burden was to save the white man from going native, and, certainly, he was not a man to bend the rules or to turn a blind eye to nonyas. Granted, it was dashed difficult to stamp out such entrenched immorality, dashed difficult, but that, he thought, was no reason not to try.

   

  *

   

  It was mid-morning, and Mr Hollingworth had spent the last hour touring a school with his Native Education Officer, but as  he walked back to his office, his thoughts turned from the teaching of chemistry in Malay to the vexing problem of filling the DO’s post at Kluanak. The post Langham had vacated in April was still unfilled, and though it couldn’t be helped, Mr Hollingworth felt the irregularity to be something of a personal affront. Still, he commended himself, with a tight little smile, it wouldn’t remain unfilled much longer.

  Mr Hollingworth’s office was the biggest and the most imposing in the whole grandiose pile that was Government House. It was entered through a smaller office occupied by his secretary, Mr Pinner, a middle-aged man with a mournful air and a neat toothbrush moustache. Now Mr Hollingworth, his own white moustache voluminous and curling, paused by Mr Pinner’s desk. “Don’t forget Langham’s coming in this morning,” he said, and then he added, with his customary casual authority, “I’m posting the fellow back to Kluanak, don’t you know.”

  For a moment Mr Pinner felt cold, despite the dripping heat: though there was still no DO at Kluanak, he hadn’t expected this. During the War there had been no new men travelling out to Saramantan from England, indeed for much of it no travel at all between the colony and the motherland, so while it had lasted, those already in place had found themselves stuck in their posts. But the War had been over these past six years and, despite the lingering lack of manpower, for the past two or three years things had reverted to the peacetime norm. And in peacetime DOs gave up their postings when they took Home leave; on their return they were assigned new ones. Since his appointment in ’13, Langham had completed two much-extended terms at Kluanak. For him to be sent back for a third time would be unprecedented, as far as Mr Pinner knew.

  But that wasn’t why he now felt as if an ice cube were melting down his back: the new Mrs Langham! Mrs Langham’s feelings! Mrs Langham’s dignity! The dignity and the feelings of an Englishwoman!

  Manifestly, Mr Hollingworth knew nothing of Langham’s quondam domestic arrangements – and Mr Pinner really didn’t fancy enlightening him. Notwithstanding the chief missed so much, he prided himself on having his finger on the pulse; it was his boast nothing happened in his colony except he knew about it. Only a fool would now say: bit of a rum do, sir, but there’s something you should know about Langham’s former set-up at Kluanak. Or so thought Mr Pinner. And not forgetting betraying another fellow to the chief would be a rotten thing to do. Still, Mr Pinner steeled himself, and he dared to venture, “Back to Kluanak? Langham may not like that, sir.”

  Mr Hollingworth bestowed upon his secretary an arctic stare.

  “I’m not offering him a choice,” he said, and then he walked through into his own office, closing the door behind him.

  As Mr Pinner stared at the chief’s closed door, he wrung his hands above his blotter: when Langham arrived, should he take it upon himself to warn him what was doing? But how could he? He was horribly aware he wasn’t supposed to know a thing about Langham’s nonya, the children, all that. So how could he pipe up: a word in your ear, Langham … The poor fellow would be humiliated to learn his life was fodder for gossip. Mr Pinner shuddered: it would be more than dashed awkward, it would be too ghastly for words, letting on that he knew what he knew full well he wasn’t supposed to know. In any case, it was none of his business, this whole hugger-mugger: he shouldn’t interfere in what didn’t concern him. Let Langham speak if he would! As for him? Best to keep his head down. Yes, reiterated Mr Pinner, as he reached for a manila folder from his in-tray, it would best this morning to keep his head down and get on with things.

   

  *

   

  A little later, Mrs Pinner, a timid, mousy woman, was trying not to feel too intimidated by Mrs Alford. A couple of nights back, both women had been introduced to Rose over bridge at the Club, and now they had run into each other again, at this same Club – there weren’t many other places to go in BB. It was a jolly little place, at the centre of British social life, housed in a charming white-painted bungalow, with an arched and airy verandah all around, set in the middle of an immaculately maintained garden and occupying a hilltop site that gave good views of the town.

  Mrs Alford and Mrs Pinner had come upon each other in what was rather grandly called the reading room. Though it was lined by walls of mouldering books, little reading took place in it and the rule of silence was rarely enforced. As usual, Mrs Alford wanted to chat, with purpose. She was a woman all in shades of straw, but her personality was forceful. She lived for the Club, and for seeing and gossiping about other people, and now she was quite determined to fillet the question of the moment amongst all but one of the ladies of BB: was or wasn’t the new Mrs Langham aware that before he’d married her, Mr Langham had kept a nonya?

  Mrs Pinner was the exception: gossip made her as uncomfortable as an unwelcome caress; she didn’t in the least want to speculate about the Langhams, but she couldn’t think how to say so without appearing most frightfully rude. And she could not disregard the social necessity of flattering Mrs Alford whenever the chance arose – the old trout had been in Saramantan since the turn of the century, and her husband, nearing retirement, was the head of the Forest Service, meaning she was amongst the most senior wives of the colony.

  Mrs Alford swept back a strand of her hair, which had come loose from her bun.

  “Even if he didn’t properly own up, he must have given her some idea, don’t you think?” she boomed, in her hearty way. “Novels to read. Highly romantic and unreliable, but hinting she should at least accept the existence of nonyas.”

  Novels? thought Mrs Pinner. Stories full of exotic temptresses with starry eyes and jetty tresses? She gazed at the bookshelves a moment. When she’d come out a bride before the War she’d certainly had a romantic view of Malaya, she supposed, but for sure she hadn’t known a thing about nonyas. Not a thing. John had told her about them only when he’d had to, after she’d learned of their existence from other wives and had confronted him. He’d had a devil of a job to persuade her he’d never kept a nonya in his own bachelor days; they’d had quite a scene about it.

  “Accept nonyas?” she echoed, uncertainly. “It would have turned me upside down if I’d learned when I arrived John had once kept a native girl.”

  Mrs Alford felt – she very strongly felt – that this was unutterably wet. She bestowed on Mrs Pinner a condescending smile.

  “But it’s such an eminently sensible arrangement. No need to create about it.”

  Mrs Pinner let a beat elapse, and then she both reproved and just slightly taunted, “I suppose you’re right.”

  Mrs Alford felt nettled. Mrs Pinner’s self-effacing manner was a lot of bosh, she thought. Indeed, she suspected Mrs Pinner of thinking she was better than the rest of them in BB, though why she should think so she didn’t know. In retaliation, she said, stiffly, “She must be reasonable. If she doesn’t know now he kept a nonya, then, when she learns about it she’ll just have to accept it as something that was there, and happened, and is past.”

  Mrs Pinner thought the past was never past; the past was always present. But she didn’t say so. And nor did she correct: if she learns about it. In the steaming cauldron of Saramantan there could be no doubt that if Mrs Langham were now ignorant of the truth she wouldn’t remain so much longer.

  “Although I suppose the discovery he’s a father may take a little bit of sorting out?” She suggested.

  Mrs Alford considered the point a moment.

  “There’s that,” she conceded.

  Mrs Pinner imagined her own daughters, Emma and Harriet, whom she’d left in the care of their amah, their nurse, at home. When she’d first arrived in Malaya, and she and John had visited bachelor households together, then if she’d heard a baby crying not far off, she’d believed what she was told: this was the cook’s child. You fool! She disparaged now, the cook’s child! The nonyas never appeared, of course – it saved a lot of embarrassment if they remained out of sight – but that scarcely excused her gullibility.

  “Difficult for her,” she said, “if she’s easily shocked by this sort of thing.”

   

  *

   

  Over at Government House, Frank was dreadfully nervous. Mr Hollingworth had kept him waiting a disconcerting fifteen minutes, so by the time he was summoned into the presence, his  nerves felt all unstrung. Now, as he shook the chief’s hand, he did so hope his appearance measured up. Once, one wringing evening before an official reception, he’d been foolish enough to remark to the chief he wished he could dress for dinner in the native toggery of baju, jacket, and sarong, loose and light, rather than in a stiff and starchy shirt with a scratchy collar. Mr Hollingworth, his white dinner jacket his only concession to the closeness of the equator, had looked most unimpressed.

  “I make no surrender,” he’d said. “The very best way for an Englishman to nurture the proper pride he should have in himself is by dressing properly for dinner.”

  Hence, today, Frank had taken great pains: he was smart in spotless white; his shirt was white; his ducks; his patent leather shoes.

  Mr Hollingworth was generally more on the lookout for chances to put a man in his place, than to put him at his ease, so it didn’t worry him he had a limited fund of chit-chat. Small talk? He even avoided the Club, where he’d feel compelled to lower himself to the semi-official, because he was above that sort of thing. But since there was now a glaringly obvious topic to hand, he saw no reason not to avail himself of it. Men of the SCS were not permitted to marry until they had completed at least two four-year stints in the administration, and even after that they could marry only with his permission; last April, before Langham had left for his much-postponed Home leave, and with the identity of his bride-to-be as yet unknown, he’d asked for such permission in general, and in advance; Mr Hollingworth had granted it. So, as Langham settled himself in the chair on the wrong side of the shiny expanse of his uncluttered mahogany desk, he unbent a little, and said, “Took advantage of my permission, and married, I hear?”

  Well, this was all right, Frank thought.

  “Yes. Rose is looking forward awfully to being introduced to you, sir.”

  Mr Hollingworth did not bat back, and I to her. A bachelor, he himself was quite content to traverse the terrain of his life alone. Still, “Good, good, better by far to marry a white girl when you can, and to bring her out to fulfil the wifely duties.”

  Frank had no need to ask: better by far than what, sir? He was a little uncomfortable at the chief’s allusion to native concubines, but he replied, cheerily enough, “One must never forget one is an Englishman.”

  Mr Hollingworth, safely from Surrey, knew Frank had been born on Saramantan, and he smiled a smile that wasn’t a smile.

  “Quite, quite. I take an exceedingly dim view of young men out here taking native women as companions.”

  Frank blinked, but he didn’t miss a beat, “Oh, absolutely, sir.”

  “Connections of that nature I think unseemly. An affront to Britain’s dignity.”

  Frank’s complacency wobbled a little. Was it possible Mr Hollingworth were toying with him? Had the chief lit upon the truth about Nony and the brats? But how? Frank was blowed if he knew. Still, he spoke more warily than he had before, “Quite so, sir.”

  Mr Hollingworth nodded vigorously.

  “Englishmen abased! And faced with an Englishman’s abasement, you may be very sure the natives under his charge will withdraw from him their respect. What follows? I’ll tell you: chaos.”

  Christ! With his inner eye, Frank saw an image of Nony’s face condense from the air in front of him; it hung there, like the mask of a ghost … Still, disconcerting apparitions could go to hell! He pulled himself together, sharpish.

  “Well said, sir.” He shifted in his seat and he made a nervous, and unwise, stab at jocularity. “Although perhaps a man should be free to make a fool of himself if he chooses.”

  Mr Hollingworth looked at him as if he were something unpleasant he’d only narrowly avoided eating – a sandwich spread with fish paste past its best, perhaps.

  “Not at all. A man is unworthy of the SCS if he lets a native temptress make a damn fool of him. I cannot allow it.”

  Frank reddened, and swallowed. He couldn’t think of anything to say so the silence stretched, like the rubber which was such a mainstay of the local economy.

  Mr Hollingworth was used to young men becoming tongue-tied in his presence, but he couldn’t let this dragging silence drag much longer; he had important things to do. He picked up, and needlessly squared off, a neat sheaf of papers lying on the desk just in front of him.

  “Enough of this. No doubt you want to know where you’re next to be posted?”

  Frank felt momentarily giddy with deliverance.

  “I do, rather, sir. And Rose is ever so keen to know.”

  “I’m sure she is,” said Mr Hollingworth. “Well, you can tell the little woman you’re taking her back to Kluanak.”

  Frank was aware his old post remained vacant, but he’d no more anticipated this than had Mr Pinner. His eyes widened – went very wide. Christ! To think of seeing Nony again! He flinched to remember both her and her stupid hoodoo. And what of his wife? Rose! Oh, Rose!

  “What?” he baulked. “Going back?”

  Mr Hollingworth looked disapproving.

  “Unusual, I grant.”

  “I assumed I’d get a new posting. I assumed you’d send some new fellow to Kluanak.”

  Mr Hollingworth didn’t care tuppence what Frank had assumed. He bestowed upon his subordinate a glittering glance.

  “Nobody to send. Even now the Colonial Office can scarcely get anyone out. You know that.”

  Frank gulped, and his inner eye again started conjuring images. This time he saw the path along the river from the DO’s bungalow at Kluanak to the kampung, the native village. He imagined Rose and Nony walking that path from opposite directions. Pausing. Appraising each other. He imagined recognition passing wordless between his wife, and his quondam nonya; recognition flaring dangerously bright in Rose’s eyes … Christ!

  “But, sir, I’ve already had two terms there. Extended terms, too.”

  Mr Hollingworth gave Frank another frigid stare.

  “Are you questioning my judgement?” he asked, his voice a warning.

  “Not at all, sir. But …” Frank floundered for a moment, and then he clutched for the only straw that came to mind. “But, sir, Kluanak isn’t a place where an ambitious man can make his mark.”

  Mr Hollingworth had never considered Langham particularly ambitious. He raised one eyebrow.

  “Come, come, three hundred square miles in your power.”

  Three hundred square miles of nowhere, thought Frank – not that imagining Kluanak’s great expanse of barely inhabited jungle explained why he could now feel sweat pooling beneath his armpits, and trickling down his back. Still he persevered with his line; he had to, he could think of no other.

  “I don’t want to get stuck, sir, and there must be somewhere else I could go?”

  “Where do you have in mind?”

  Frank ignored the chief’s facetiousness. He knew Dandy’s district had been amalgamated with the neighbouring one. Nonetheless, “Perhaps I could have Taman Juah.”

  Mr Hollingworth frowned to be reminded of that idiot Dabney-Dent’s irresponsible and untimely desertion of his post. “Damned fool!” he said. “Dabney-Dent. No loss to the Service in the long run, but mark my words: he’ll live to regret letting his little woman wear the trousers.”

  “Yes,” said Frank. “But Taman Juah?”

  “Cooper’s managing perfectly well.”

  Frank thought: blast Cooper! He said, “Then perhaps I could do something here? In BB?”

  “There are no openings at present.”

  “Perhaps someone would be willing to exchange postings with me?”

  Mr Hollingworth was much amused by this novel suggestion. “Gregson, perhaps?” he said, again speaking facetiously. Gregson was chief inspector of police on Saramantan.

  Frank knew he should stop arguing, but he couldn’t help himself.

  “But … Rose!”

  Mr Hollingworth’s eyes momentarily sparkled with icicle humour at the folly of love-struck young men.

  “My dear fellow!” he said. “You worry for your wife’s safety? You think upriver is dangerous for white women? What? The climate, is it? Fevers? How touchingly uxorious. But this isn’t the Victorian era. We know very well now how to cope.” He made a steeple of his fingers under his chin. “It can’t be the headhunters, can it? You know Saramantan’s peaceful now, even the deepest interior. You know it’s years since the headhunters gave any real trouble at Kluanak.”

  “I wasn’t thinking of Rose’s head, sir. But at Kluanak she’ll be light years from the nearest white woman.”

  Mr Hollingworth didn’t try to hide his astonishment.

  “You can hardly expect me to arrange the affairs of Saramantan in order to furnish your wife with amiable society. The little woman will just have to cope, that’s all.” He again picked up, and squared off, the neat sheaf of papers on his desk. He didn’t look at Frank as he said, “I don’t think there’s anything else, thank you.”

   

  *

   

  Frank and Rose had arranged that after his interview with Mr Hollingworth, they would meet for tiffin – luncheon – at the Club. The Long Bar, on the upper floor, was indeed a long one, of polished mahogany, and the shelves running the length of the wall behind it were as well stocked with bottles as any bar in London. Native barmen, very smart in red sarongs, white bajus with shiny brass buttons, and jaunty red caps, mixed drinks for assorted servants of Empire. All the tipplers were male, as ladies were not admitted to the Long Bar. Some of the drinkers were growing rowdy, in groups, some of them were solitary and morose. Not so very long ago, the fans that stirred the cloying air had been hand-operated by servants kept for just this purpose, but now they were electric, though they revolved so slowly they may as well not have been.

  Frank had positioned himself well away from anybody else, to deter conversation, and directly under a fan, in the hope, more or less unrealised, of a cooling breeze. He was quickly becoming sozzled. Now he picked up his tumbler and downed a stiff three fingers of neat whisky in one burning swallow. Hell! Why hadn’t he told Rose about Nony and the brats? He didn’t know why he hadn’t, really; he hadn’t ever precisely decided to keep mum, he didn’t think, he’d just never got around to speaking, that’s all. Why’d he been so reticent? Rose wasn’t a simpleton; she must know he’d had women before her. Indeed she must have been grateful one of them had known what they were doing on their wedding night, and no sensible egg would be jealous of what a fellow had got up to before he’d met her. For goodness’ sake! Before he’d married, he’d lived with a woman; what was so terrible about that? It was better than visiting cat houses at every chance. Then again, after he’d safely arrived in England, he’d as good as forgotten his nearly-wife and his disreputable little family in the jungle. He now felt their connection was not with him, but with some other man; their reality seemed to him to be more akin to the reality of people from the eighteenth century than that of a woman who’d shared his bed, or of children he’d fathered. Why should he have risked the most frightful stink by admitting to his bride a former connection with shadows? Why, when he’d been so sure there wasn’t the slightest chance she’d ever learn those shadows even flitted? But now? Now, when he must so soon take her to Kluanak? Christ! What on earth was he going to say? Because he must speak instanter, he knew that … Oh, God! Rose would be so much angrier, so much more aggrieved than she need have been, for having been kept so long in the dark. She’d feel as if she’d been played for a fool …

   

  *

   

  When Rose arrived at the Club she was disappointed her husband was not waiting for her, all ready with the news of where they’d soon be setting up home. They’d arranged to meet in the foyer. The area was dotted with rattan sofas blooming with colourful cushions, but she would have felt self-conscious sitting there alone, where anybody passing could see her, so she wandered into the little reading room, intending to find a chair where she could be inconspicuous as she flipped through one of the magazines to which the Club subscribed – they were six weeks out of date before they even arrived from London, but no matter.

  Mrs Pinner and Mrs Alford were just leaving the reading room as Rose entered. Mrs Alford was delighted by the encounter: what a stroke of luck! She took Rose’s arm and she did her best to ooze warmth.

  “We’re going to the verandah. Do join us!”

  “I can’t. I’m meeting Frank. He’s going to tell me where we’re to be posted.”

  Mrs Alford was not about to let slip this chance to have another go at discovering what, if anything, Mrs Langham knew about her husband’s past.

  “How marvellous. Well, come and have a quick lime juice with us before he arrives and we head home for tiffin – so terribly refreshing.”

  The three women walked together from the reading room out onto the verandah. Here they chose chairs giving a view over the Club’s beautifully kept garden – it was intended as an approximation of an English country garden, but the vegetation was far too bounding and lushly exuberant to disguise that this was the tropics, and not the Home Counties.

  Mrs Alford summoned one of the waiters and ordered the terribly refreshing lime juices. As soon as they’d been served, she began her fishing.

  “We’re all thrilled Frank returned from Home with you as his bride.”

  Rose thought Mrs Alford was looking at her with an archness that was quite unnecessary.

  “So am I.”

  “What has he told you of life here?”

  “Oh, heaps of things.”

  “He’s explained it’s lonely for our bachelors, tucked away on their jungle outstations?”

  “He says he’s so glad he won’t be lonely any longer.”

  Mrs Alford raised her eyebrows in a way Rose thought affected.

  “There are of course … distractions.”

  “Yes,” nodded Rose. “Frank says he often takes his gun and goes for a tramp in the jungle, and now he’s got someone to play he’s looking forward awfully to a game of tennis, assuming there’s a court, of course.”

  Mrs Alford took a long, slow sip of her lime juice; she kept her shrewd gaze on Mrs Langham’s face as she did so. Well, she thought, if she did know, then this young person was an actress worthy of the stage – and plainly she did not wish to let on that she knew. Which was such a pity, for it meant that she, Mrs Alford, could not do as she so dearly wished to do: offer herself as a sympathetic confidante, should Mrs Langham need to unburden herself of worries about her husband’s former liaison. She had already prepared her invitation: she would point out that she was an older woman and one long experienced in the ways of the East. And the ways of the East were not the ways of Medway Park, she’d say, if Mrs Langham ever gave her the chance.

  Meanwhile, Mrs Pinner thought it certain Mrs Langham was as oblivious to the existence of nonyas as she had been when she’d first arrived, and she felt excruciated. She looked at the newcomer through eyes full of anguish. The horror of it, she thought. The horror of being compromised by a so-called secret everybody knew but you. It was too ghastly. Oh, to be talked about, and not to know that you were being talked about! She felt she ought to find some way of conveying to Mrs Langham the truth. And yet how could she be the one to importune, or trample? They scarcely qualified even only as casual new acquaintances, and then again, what if Mrs Langham were a woman who preferred not to know? That she herself should hate to be ignorant of some dark secret that, unbeknownst to her, shadowed her entire life, did not mean that every other woman should hate to be kept in ignorance, too. Perhaps Mrs Langham preferred evasion over confrontation, lies over the truth?

  Rose glanced from Mrs Alford to Mrs Pinner. They were each looking at her in a different way, and yet she thought that each of them was looking at her in a way which was awfully strange. She rather wondered whether there may be some meaning she was missing here? Would it be rude to ask: is there something you two wish to say to me? She took a breath, preparing to risk it, but before she could speak, Frank called out to her in a thick and heavy voice. She turned, and she saw her husband approaching; he was swaying across the verandah with the telltale care and deliberation of a man for whom the ground had become unsteady.

  Yes, by now Frank was drunk – but not stinking drunk. He was not beyond regretting, at first, that he should find Rose in company. Oh, Mrs Pinner was all right, he granted, but that notorious rattler, Mrs Alford, was absolute poison.

  But half a minute! It occurred to him, through the fog of his blurred consciousness, that his regret was misplaced: he couldn’t possibly tell Rose what he must tell her in front of any witness, and certainly not in front of an astute and nosy busybody like Mrs Alford; her presence gave him the perfect pretext to delay the horror of confessing.

  Such was his relief at the reprieve that Frank was all whisky-fuelled bonhomie as he reached Rose and her companions.

  “Ah, ladies, ladies,” he said, with an exaggerated, and not fully successful, care not to slur his words. Alas, he could do nothing about his eyes, which were glazed with alcohol, nor about the boozy fumes he wafted with every exhalation.

  Neither Mrs Alford nor Mrs Pinner was particularly judgemental: almost everybody in the British community of Saramantan drank like a fish: the heat, the loneliness, the boredom, the easy availability of booze, its cheapness, its perceived medicinal advantages. But Mrs Alford, for one, doubted that Mrs Langham, newly married, newly arrived from Home, and so still in thrall, probably, to the high standards of Home, would be quite so lenient. She swivelled her head once, twice, from Mr to Mrs Langham, and then she sat back, preparing to enjoy the show.

  Rose was staring at her husband. Her mind flew to her mother’s beastly letter: the one about that silly bride who’d discovered, too late, her husband was a committed sot. Her skin prickled all over as it occurred to her that this was the meaning Mrs Alford and Mrs Pinner had been attempting to semaphore a moment ago, that this was the reason for their mysterious looks. The two ladies had been attempting to tell her that her new husband drank. That she’d married a drunkard. It was too humiliating! Must she now face that Mummy had perhaps had a point? Horrors! But what, really, did she know of Frank? Of his inclinations and habits? Oh, it was mortifying! Worse: it was frightening.

  But never mind any of that; Rose, proud, was determined not to let on to her distress. She wanted to hiss at Frank: how could you? Drunk, before luncheon? I hope this is not the common way with you. But instead she summoned her resources and she affected a radiant smile.

  “Dearest!” she cried, “What did Mr Hollingworth say? Where are you to be posted? Tell me! Tell me! I’m on tenterhooks to know.”

  Frank prevaricated as best as he was able: he pulled over a chair as slowly as a man of eighty; once he’d lowered himself into it, he waved over one of the waiters and asked for a glass of water; he took his handkerchief from his pocket, shook it out showily and used it to mop his face, which was sweaty with drink, heat and nerves combined. And then, at last, he spoke.

  “I’m posted back to Kluanak.”

  Mrs Alford and Mrs Pinner both stiffened. Mrs Pinner was filled with pity. Poor Mrs Langham. And, yes, poor Mr Langham, too, he must be distraught. What a rotten start to their married life. Perhaps John was even now trying to persuade Mr Hollingworth to countermand this dreadful posting. She did so hope so – but, come to think of it, on what grounds? He could scarcely explain to the chief quite how he was putting the cat amongst the pigeons. In any case her husband never liked to meddle and who could blame him for that?

  Mrs Alford was electrified. The adoring young bride met on the doorstep by the mistress? My days! No wonder Mr Langham had been hitting the bottle hard. How deliciously unfortunate he should be sent back to Kluanak. Notwithstanding many a bride new to Malaya learned she was replacing a nonya in her husband’s bed only after she’d arrived, in all her years in the East she’d never before heard of one being forced, by circumstance, to live in quite such isolation, in quite such close proximity to her predecessor.

  “Fancy that!” she said, with relish.

  Neither Rose nor Frank paid Mrs Alford any attention: Frank was staring at a monstrous plant, bursting from a flower bed out in the garden, and Rose was staring at him through eyes gradually softening with the confidence, the generosity, and the indulgence, of new love. Oh, she couldn’t – she’d never be able to – stay cross with him for long! If he’d been drinking then of course it wasn’t habitual; he must have had his reasons, and he did look so miserable, the lamb. Moreover, she knew Mr Hollingworth made him nervous; perhaps his interview had shaken him? Perhaps he even perceived being sent back to Kluanak as some sort of slap, as the chief delivering some sort of obscure rebuke, or punishment?

  “So?” she consoled. “That’s surely not so bad?”

  Frank kept his bleary gaze on the thrusting plant, and though its leaves appeared to him all fuzzy and smudged, he remained sharp enough to remind himself to be careful. Mrs Alford was far too observant for her own good or for anybody else’s either; the rattler would pounce on any slip. He again promised himself he’d tell Rose later, of course he would, but for now … but for now … well, for now, let sleeping dogs lie, and the less said the better, and all that. He turned to face his wife.

  “You’re right,” he nodded, and then he fell back on the line he’d earlier used on Mr Hollingworth, for all it had met with so little success. “The old ambition, don’t you know. I wanted to stretch myself against somewhere new, that’s all.”

   

  *

  

  Outbound mail, November 1924: Sent from the DO’s bungalow, Kluanak, Saramantan

  
    From Rose to Beatrice
  

  Dearest Bumbles,

  I trust this finds you well – I must trust it, since I cannot know it, having received no mail at all from anybody since I left Singapore, so I now grow quite desperate for news, and though I have barely got here I feel compelled to write to ask for it.

  As to the question: where is here? Let me direct you to the address at the top of this paper: Kluanak! The significance of the name may escape you, but Frank and I have finally arrived at our outstation, and this backwater I must henceforth call home, even though what I see around me now is nothing but foreign.

  Of course, there’s nothing foreign to Frank hereabouts. Indeed, far from being strange to him, Kluanak is the same place where he served his last two terms, so if he is now bewildered it is at being sent back, and not at finding himself living in a riddle. My poor lamb is awfully cut-up about returning – he was awfully subdued on the way upriver, at times even almost gloomy. He says this district offers too few opportunities for a man of his energy, drive and ambition so he wants a bigger challenge. A matter of visibility, too, he says – visibility to the bigwigs in BB who will determine his future prospects, for he doesn’t want to be just another Englishman doing his duty in a place where no one who was anyone could want to be.

  Alas, I know so little of the ways of the SCS or of those of Malaya that when my husband’s mood begins to darken I scarcely know what to say, and feel myself become a little choky – I do trust you’ll say none of this to your mother, for she would certainly talk to mine and the last thing I want is for Mummy to think that Frank is disappointed, or that I am.

  In any case, Frank must, I hope, cheer up now we are actually here. We arrived only this afternoon, from which you’ll gather I make great haste in writing, a necessary haste, for on their departure tomorrow the boats that brought us here will carry back to BB the official letter announcing our arrival. They leave at first light and I dare not have my own letters miss them, because Frank says it will be hard on Christmas before he again sends a boat downriver, on a mail run.

  Perhaps you are surprised I must rely on boats if I am to communicate with the outside world? We shall have no postman here, my dear, no newspaper boy, no morning delivery and no afternoon delivery either. Instead, the coasting steamer that brought us from Singapore calls at BB the third Thursday of each month, and Frank has told me he will each month make sure to send a boat to meet it, to collect from the captain our letters from the great wide world beyond our little outstation. In this way we will receive also the Singapore papers, English newspapers and magazines, terribly out of date, and Frank’s official correspondence from Government House.

  After it has called at BB, the steamer continues to Penderang, the only other town on Saramantan, on the northern coast. There it turns around and heads back to Singapore, putting in at BB on the way, not a week after it has left from there. Frank says he will likely as not send a boat with our outbound mail to meet the steamer on its homebound run, so our letters can get off to Singapore as quickly as possible. I must say it all seems to me pretty hit-and-miss and laborious, and even when I am not as rushed as I am now, I will have only a brief window to write my replies if I want them to meet that steamer.

  With all my talk of boats and rivers, are you asking yourself: what of the roads? I should explain the jungles of Malaya are everywhere so densely overgrown and tangled, in short, so frightfully jungly, that the rivers here are the roads: everybody uses them as they move about, and boats must do here instead of horses, carts, buses, trams or motors.

  Indeed, we had such mountains of barang – luggage, see how I adopt already the local lingo? – Frank ordered two boats to bring us upriver. Do not imagine boats such as one may see on the Thames, for these were in the native style, so you must picture some type of large wooden punt, or canoe, which vessel is here called a perahu.

  Each perahu had an awning woven from palm leaf, but even sitting beneath ours the glare of the sun and the heat and humidity were enervating. I confess I felt quite feeble as we were rowed along and I worried submerged snags may at any moment tip our boat over, and us into the water. Still, when I put from my mind the heat, my fear of capsizing, and the unwanted attention of mosquitoes and other flying biting things, it was rather romantic to glide through the water, hearing nothing but the splash of the oars and the assorted animal sounds of the jungle. Before I arrived, I imagined the jungle as a silent place, but wherever did I get that idea? It’s one of the noisiest things I ever heard! A symphony of screeching, cawing, grunting, howling, chirping, sawing and whining – when I remarked on the racket, Frank chaffed me that henceforth the sound of a monkey being throttled by a python would be a natural accompaniment to breakfast.

  Debarring the regiments of annoying insects, the wildlife responsible for the din was most interesting and entertaining. From my seat in the perahu I saw monkeys galore, and colourful birds and butterflies like trembling jewels. I half-hoped to see, and half-feared seeing, a tiger, but Master Stripes kept himself to himself and refused to appear – Frank said if he had risked it, he’d have seized his gun and shot him. He added if I wanted danger I should know crocodiles lurked beneath us. Later, he pointed out a cobra swimming in the water, making elegant S-shapes as it moved, and deadly as death itself, he said.

  I am told that tomorrow it will take the boats only seven hours to go down the river from here to BB, but it took two days and a night to come up, against the current. We camped last night on a mud flat formed in a bend in the river. I must say I did not like imagining the creatures which may be observing us and even the forest itself seemed to have its watchful eyes. The crew had brought with them servings of steamed rice wrapped in banana leaves. This rice (cold), washed down with water (warm from the sun) served as our rather unpalatable evening tiffin – evening tiffin is what we call dinner here.

  As for sights along the way, I saw barely anything but trees. I think there can be at most half a dozen native villages all the way from BB, and we saw no evidence at all of Europeans until, in the late afternoon, we at last pulled up at the landing stage below our bungalow, which sits proud a little way back from the edge of the river – bungalow is what we call all the houses here, so do not think of those little boxy things now sprouting in every seaside resort at Home.

  The river here does not have a proper bank, instead it drains into the land through a swampy, brackish margin filled with mangrove trees which grow directly in the murky water, so they seem to be walking upon it, their trunks held aloft on tangles of roots.

  With which walking trees I’ll leave you, as I must write to Mother.

  Your loving cousin, Rosebud

   

  *

   

  
    From Rose to Daphne
  

  Dearest Mummy,

  I have at last arrived at the outstation that is henceforth to be my home: Kluanak. It’s the funniest thing, but it’s the very same outstation Frank quit in April, when he travelled from Malaya to England and to me. On our arrival the servants’ astonishment that their new tuan (master) was the same man as their old one was comical to behold, although needless to say they were delighted Frank is returned to them. They made a great fuss of him, and also a quite flabbergasted one of me. As Frank introduced me as his wife, they seemed so absolutely astounded you’d almost think they knew nothing at all of the institution of marriage. Such was their amazement I could only suppose they’d none of them ever seen a white woman before, and Frank agreed they may find whiteness linked to femininity a novelty.

  We have six of these servants, so you can see it’s quite a household I’ll have to manage. They are all men: cook (Cookie), gardener, day watchman, night watchman, whom I’ve not yet met, water-carrier, and the houseboy (Boy – not a boy at all, but a grown man with two wives and five children, I’m told). Boy has tolerable English or I don’t know how I’d get on, since none of the other servants speaks a word, and my Malay improves annoyingly slowly – in any case the Saramantan dialect is nothing like the Malay of my grammars, which I think most awfully unfair to me. We have no need of either a groom, or a driver, as we have here neither horses nor a motor – I saw motors in Singapore, but Frank says there’s not a single one on Saramantan, not even for the luckiest of blighters.
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