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I will go to the forest for justice
 The wind for my garment I wear.
 … and the rain my drink.
 
  (Old Chinese Ballad)
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Praise for And The Rain My Drink




“Moving and beautifully described” Times Literary Supplement, UK
 “Considerable sensibility and penetration” The Sunday Times, UK
 “An important book … a book of great richness … profoundly moving” The Daily Telegraph, UK
 “Han Suyin can convey the heat, the squalor, and flux of Asiatic life with expert touches” TIME magazine, USA
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Foreword by Leon Comber




As Han Suyin’s former husband, I have often been asked about the genesis of her Malaysian novel And The Rain My Drink and how it came to be written. It was first published by Jonathan Cape Ltd., London, in the 1950s, while we were living in Johore Bahru. I was then a Special Branch (SB) officer in the Johore State SB headquarters.
 My wife created something of a furore when we first arrived at Johore Bahru. We had been married not long before that in a small Catholic church in Pokfulam, Hong Kong, and in the absence of her father in China, she had been given away by the then Governor of Hong Kong, Sir Alexander Grantham. She did not fit in easily with the accepted pattern of an Asian woman in those days and especially one married to an angmoh (‘foreign devil’). She was an attractive woman, nearly always wearing a cheung sam (Chinese slit gown), articulate in English and Mandarin (but not in any of the southern Chinese dialects), self-opinionated and yet charming, unique, and professionally qualified as a medical doctor with a MBBS from the University of London. She was streets ahead intellectually of most of the people we met in those days.
 Not long after we arrived at JB, her first novel A Many Spendoured Thing had been published in London, and the film rights had been taken up by Hollywood. It was made into a successful movie, though the Hollywood moguls added the word ‘Love’ to its title to make it more marketable, and to this day many people still remember its moving theme song.  Although it was a ‘novel’, it was autobiographical, and it was a poignant and tragic love story of her romance before we married, with Ian Morrison, the Australian, Cambridge University-educated, Far East foreign correspondent of The London Times, who was tragically killed covering the Korean War. Ian Morrison was the son of the famous ‘Morrison of Peking’ who had been an advisor to the Chinese government in the early 20th century, and he was one of the many foreign correspondents covering the Korean War from the comparative safety of Hong Kong, which was then a British colony.
 Morrison was given the name of  Mark Elliott in the book, though his real identity was known to everyone who lived in Hong Kong, and Han Suyin appeared as herself as an Eurasian doctor working in the Casualty Department of the Queen Mary Hospital in Hong Kong.
 The book, however, had its tragic consequences as it was not until it appeared in print that Morrison’s wife, who had remained behind in Singapore while her husband was in Hong Kong covering the Korean War, was greatly distressed when she came to know about his affair, and steps were taken to have the book withdrawn from circulation.  However, the publishers said that it would not be possible to do so as the book had already been widely circulated in the book trade and the film rights sold. Unusually for a novel, it had a long Foreword contributed by Malcolm MacDonald, then the British Commissioner General for South East Asia, living in Bukit Serene, Johore Bahru, one of the Sultan of Johore’s palaces, not far from where we lived,  although I do not think he knew of the consequences brought about by the publishing of the novel.
 To revert to the writing of And The Rain My Drink, most of the background information used for it was provided from information that the author had picked up in casual social conversations with police and SB officers in Johore Bahru, although they were not aware she was writing a novel or that it would be used in this way. Many of the characters that appeared in it, too, could be identified without too much trouble with actual persons who were ‘fictionalized’ in the story although their real names were not used but as many of them were given traits which they did not have, they were not very happy about it.
 When the book, which was considered to be critical in many ways of the British colonial government in Malaya, especially the hardships caused by the large-scale resettlement programme into New Villages that had been carried out by the colonial authorities during the Malayan Emergency to separate the Chinese squatters and farmers  from the communist terrorists, came to the attention of General Templer, who was then the High Commissioner and Director of Operations in Malaya, he took up the matter with the Colonial Office on one of his visits to London in 1953 in an attempt to have the book suppressed on account of its anti-British bias.  However, he was not successful in having the book withdrawn although a senior Colonial Office mandarin promised to see what could be done to provide a more balanced picture of the circumstances by sending out Vernon Bartlett, a MP and a journalist of the London News Chronicle, to Singapore to provide a more favourable account of the situation.
 At the same time, General Templer complained to the Colonial Office about what he considered to be the biased reporting about the Malayan Emergency by Louis Heren, the Singapore correspondent of the London Times, who had pointed out in one of his articles that the improvement in the security situation following General Templer’s arrival at Malaya in February 1952 was not entirely due to Templer’s efforts and had largely come about because of a change of policy by the Communist Party of Malaya which had been decided on before Templer’s arrival. Although Templer pressed for Heren’s removal from Singapore by the London Times, the Editor of the London Times, Sir William Haley, refused to do so and Heren remained
 where he was.
 As it happens, my own career was affected by the publishing of And The Rain My Drink, and in 1953, although I did not agree with the views expressed in the book, I decided to resign from the Malayan Police Special Branch as a matter of principle at what I considered the undemocratic way in which the British colonial government tried to have it withdrawn by the publishers, especially as in the Malayan Emergency we were fighting for democracy against Communism which stifled free speech. When I submitted my resignation, G.C. Madoc, then Director of the Malayan Special Branch, and W. Carbonell, the Commissioner of Police, flew down from Kuala Lumpur to see me in Johore Bahru in an attempt to get me to change my mind but I said I intended to stand by my principles.
 This is the untold story of the background to the writing of And The Rain My Drink.
 (Dr) Leon Comber








4

Foreword by Kirpal Singh




As most readers of this remarkable novel (the categorization is difficult given the nature of this extraordinary narration of events that actually took place, with ‘real’ people being thinly disguised as leading characters and with the author herself appearing as herself!) point out, its title is intriguing and right from the start hints at larger-than-life evocations and profundities. The title comes, from a poem which has, as its basis, a fundamental commitment to seeing ‘justice’ and ‘equality’ being established as a way of life, as normative rather than just remaining remote ideals, talked about by many, truly aspired by a few and really only pursued by those very few individuals prepared to sacrifice themselves in the process.
 This is a difficult, convoluted and oftentimes tragic story of what has been broadly termed the Malayan Emergency—the in-between years after the surrender of the Japanese following World War II when there was chaos, and order, as most people know it, was not restored till at least ten to fifteen years later. Historians, of course, will tell the same story in different ways, as will those who were directly involved and engaged—men such as the Chin Peng, whose own book My Side Of History, is well worth reading to better understand what our own author is trying so sensitively, yet boldly and robustly, to share. I was still a young boy, growing in the Kinta valley, surrounded by the Kampar hills in Perak, when much of what is narrated in And The Rain My Drink took place. I do remember, though, that as young kids we were often given baskets laden with vegetables, fruits, meat and cooked food to carry to the cave temples built within the limestone hills to hand-over to the temple-keepers. What we didn’t know then was that these baskets we dutifully carried and gave to the men and women fronting the hill temples were actually meant for those known as ‘communists’ who were hiding in the dense, thick jungles around the hills! Often, as I came to know later, buried beneath the contents of these innocent-looking baskets were notes that conveyed news to those fighting for justice and equality under the banner of the MCP (Malayan Communist Party; mostly led by Chin Peng). We were then living in small villages collectively known as New Villages (described in Han Suyin’s book) where the authorities had settled displaced citizens and those perceived to be ‘troublesome’. These New Villages were like our present-day ‘gated’ communities and no one could get in or out without express permission from the security guards who patrolled them and had their posts in box-like structures specially built at various entry/exit points. I remember passing through these ‘points’ quite easily when carrying the baskets; however, it was often harder to do the same when returning with our allotted provisions of rice and sugar which were given out on a weekly basis by the ruling powers. Altogether it was a confusing, confused period with very few knowing what really was going on. I remember hearing my elders speaking in whispers (we kids were told to go away and do our own thing!) and often people we knew who lived in the community left and never returned. Later in life, I discovered that my late Uncle Bill was actually one of those who sometimes sat as a ‘judge’ in the jungles and there were stories that Bill did send a few to their death. This uncle had, in his time, been gruesomely tortured by the Japanese when they learnt that he was in cahoots with the MCP (the MCP was composed chiefly of Chinese, though many Indians and Malays and some Eurasians were also members, even ‘inner’ members) and it would be almost natural to expect that when he sat as a judge he took revenge on those exposed to be spies.
 Leon Comber has shared the background of Han Suyin’s work and I want to add that Han Suyin herself was unafraid to articulate her own views and perceptions of what she both heard and saw first hand. As a medical doctor, all kinds of injured and sick came to see her—both from the communists and the establishment. With her sad passing recently, I am sure more and more direct evidence by way of notes, diaries and letters will surface to both augment and dispute some of the interpretations of her book. We do know, of course, that in the main, the establishment was not happy with the way Han Suyin portrayed the treatment and handling of difficult issues such as justice and equality. It is clear that she tended to side with the underdogs—in this case those fighting on behalf of the people; i.e. mainly the communists). My Uncle Bill later worked at a seaman’s mission known as Connell House. Situated on Anson Road in Singapore, Connell House was where members of the merchant navy (mostly British and Australian) stayed when in transit or on leave. At the house bar much went on by way of gossip and rumour. Indeed, Leon Comber chatted there to my uncle a few times, exchanging memories of an era gone by. I know that when Mr Comber and I first met we did have occasion to talk about my late Uncle Bill (who also knew Han Suyin and had met her several times when she operated her Singapore clinic). Han Suyin did not endear herself either to the British or for that matter any of the ruling powers because she firmly believed in democracy and resented any attempt at coercion or suppression. At one point, given her wide-reading public (for she had one, especially after the grand success of the Hollywood movie Love Is A Many SplendoredThing, with Nat King Cole singing the theme song), even the Americans were very unhappy with her political views and positioning and did, for some time, ban her from entering the country. Such is the enormous power of the pen when it is mighty, and given Han Suyin’s no-nonsense and yet charming style (and there is much awaiting any scholar who needs a good title for literary research: The Style of Han Suyin’s Fiction) her pen is mighty. She writes in the kind of nonchalant manner that entices and then seduces to make complete the bond between writer and reader—a bond that most readers carry through life. This is quite an astonishing achievement; most readers of her books remain devoted and passionately speak about how reading her books made them rethink their own lives. I was in Dumaguete in the Philippines at a resort and lo and behold the owners of this resort had named their only child Suyin, in their adoration of our gifted author.
  
 
  I will go to the forest for justice,
  

  For justice and righteousness,
  

  And become a green-clad man.
  

  The rulers pursue me with soldiers,
  

  With riders, chariots and spears.
  

  I will go to the forest for justice,
  

  The people will flock to me.
  

  I right their wrongs from the green shade,
  

  And kill the rulers with arrows.
  

  The horsemen stumble with fear.
  

  I will go to the forest for justice.
  

  The wind for my garment I wear.
  

  Together with my many companions,
  

  The wind for my garment and the rain my drink,
  

  We build a new heaven and earth.

  
 It is necessary to quote the poem from which the title comes in full because it sets the tone, the stage and the tapestry for what the book tries passionately to communicate. The character Evangeline who sings this song, the author tells us, sang in a harsh, unmelodic voice pitched higher than normal, off-key and haunted with the old longing and grievance, old as the world of man. Old as the world of man: yes, because the lyrics, the words of the poem sung as song, serve as incantation, both demanding a keen listening and also providing a rich, ancient evocation through the use of allusion. Han Suyin, was more than a medical doctor; her keen eye and ear and no doubt the detailed discipline of the medical training all come to her aid when she is narrating an incident, describing a scene, crafting a character, dramatising a plot. Repeatedly, interspersed throughout And The Rain My Drink are allusions, giveaways, references to numerous ‘others’: historic events, writers, poems, novels, stories, songs. When I was young the song Han Suyin mentions in her novel—‘Rose, Rose I Love You’—used to be very popular. Rose was a real person though the name was a pseudonym. I remember meeting her when she was performing at the old Happy World Stadium in Singapore—a world frequented by the likes of my late Uncle Bill where life became like a dream …
 And, yes, this is, to my mind, one of the leading leitmotifs of And The Rain My Drink. Dream. Dreams. Dreaming. All over the world we witness conflict: people willing to die to see their dreams realized to give hope for a better world for their children and their children’s children. Han Suyin spares no horrific details of the ways in which many hundreds died, on all sides, the physicality of the tortures, the terrible manner by which many saw their own end, the enormity of the entire jungle existence, the strict codes which all were expected to abide by and for breach of which many found themselves dead, the love stories of yearning young men and women who otherwise gave their all to the cause. We are confronted by all these issues as we read the book. How do we respond? How do we react? How do we read and interpret them? These and several other questions bog the mind as we put the book down and turn to our other chores. Pitted against the backdrop of the book, most of what we get preoccupied with seems puny, meager, small. The book’s theme is large, its pages full of pain and real suffering, and though the main platform for the book is now history, its vividness and capacity to move us beyond ourselves is telling. Like the great novels of a similar genre, And The Rain My Drink, is a tragic reminder of what humans do to one another and with one another when times are not good. Yes, there are glimpses into a humanity that is giving, caring, generous; but for the major part, human conduct and behavior leaves much to be desired when the tide turns against us. Is this book the proof or reproof? A warning, a prophecy or just one person’s rendition of a phase now fossilized? One simple sub-theme of the book is racism, at many different levels: is such a theme no longer relevant? Then there are the roles of women, young brides, old mothers, the kids … what roles do they play in the narrative? What roles do they play now?
 In the vast field of Malayan Literature in English—or in the other main languages for that matter—And The Rain My Drink stands out as a towering testimony of a hellish period lived through and experienced by the writer herself. Very few books come close to the wrenching narrative of this book as it unravels and exposes the truths behind the realities of what went on during this time of confused values and even more confused judgments. In the years to come, given the author’s recent demise, as more come forward to offer their own personal testimonies, I am sure the book’s validity and claim to be the major account of jungle warfare and terrorist tactics used by different parties for very different ends, will be of paramount interest and concern to, and for, literary scholars. The writing is unaffected, the backdrop unpleasant for the most part, and the characterization brutally honest and clear. These are qualities we admire in the best of writers and here Han Suyin excels even herself. For more than any other of her books, And The Rain My Drink speaks of history and to history; presenting an articulate and uncompromising view and laying bare the quintessence of what individuals and families had to endure during these tough times in the Malayan jungles because of the absence of real leadership. It is important that young people—and particularly so the young of Singapore and Malaysia (which were one country then, known as the Federation)—read this book and process the many perspectives it offers, for Han Suyin writes not so much for the people in power who made a mess (and therefore are judged by the might of her pen) but for those common human beings who lost so much even though they gave so much. Another Malaysian writer, the late Ee Tiang Hong, has stated in one of his most moving poems that ‘the common man/is history’s poor left-over’ (‘The Common Man’ in Myths For A Wilderness). What we witness in And The Rain My Drink is this common man, ordinary humanity, pitted against ruthless greed for power and tragically miscalculated emphases on the ends at the expense of means. Our young need to experience the disastrous consequences when ends take over means with scant regard for human pain and suffering and while the history books will state this, it is fiction that will bring the enormity home! For this I strongly advocate that And The Rain My Drink be read in schools and colleges because there is a persistent danger that the pursuit of ideals, no matter how worthy, should not be undertaken without due regard to the costs involved. Yes it is honourable to court ideals and even die for these, but where and when the ideals are themselves originating from confused mindsets and set-in-stone paradigms, then it is advisable to be cautious, circumspect and rational. Passions aside, at the end of the day, we are talking about real lives being lost in the wilderness of uncertain commitments, goals and values. While And The Rain My Drink does not pretend to be exhaustive, its coverage and rendering of human plight is comprehensive enough for all to be aware of the terrors that lurk behind uneasy compromises and simplistic solutions to complex issues.
 I titled this brief Introduction as ‘The Unquenched Thirst’. Why ‘unquenched’? Can the thirst for justice and equality (the ideals of a functioning democracy) ever be quenched? This is no mere rhetoric. As we see the unfolding and unraveling of the so-called Arab Spring, and as we come to terms with such devastating, transforming events as 9/11, it is inevitable that so much of what is embedded (a post-Han Suyin term) in this book reappears in our consciousness and we cower in fear for we find ourselves in helpless situations or we stride out, determined to do our bit, no matter how small, how insignificant, to contribute to the cause and make a difference. The book touches on topics, issues, challenges and questions that are very much our concern too: sloganizing, galvanizing forces, clamouring for causes, fighting and dying for what we believe to be the Truth. Around us so much waste. Around us so much haste. From the haunting notes of ‘Where Have All the Flowers Gone’ to the gory realism of the numerous battles going on everywhere, we are witnesses to the ongoing struggle between oppression and liberation, between democracy as a political goal to the thousand ways in which democracy is undermined right in front of our eyes. For whatever else we thank our brilliant author, Han Suyin has painted here a canvas so richly disturbing, so powerfully moving and so persuasively eliciting that just to re-read and imaginatively experience what our elders in Singapore and Malaysia lived through is a blessing.
 (Prof) Kirpal Singh
 Director, Wee Kim Wee Centre
 Singapore Management University
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List of Characters




Lam Teck Chinese businessman and occasional police informer, friend of Luke Davis
Luke Davis British Police Officer in Malaya
Che Ahmad Malay Police Officer, friend of Davis
Ah Mei Captured terrorist, turned police informer
Betchine Euro-Indian woman doctor
Doremy Tamil staff nurse at the hospital
Ah Kam Chinese amah employed at the hospital
Rosie Yip Chinese policewoman
Fong Kiap Chinese rubber tapper
Dr Eng Chinese doctor at the hospital
Neo Chinese rubber tapper
Neo Saw Neo’s wife, rubber tapper
Big Dog Tsou Chinese rubber tapper
Meng Chinese weigher of latex
Chan Ah Pak Chinese, jungle guerrilla soldier of the 10th Independent Regiment of the Malayan Races Liberation Army. Bodyguard to Sen
Sen Chinese member of the Politbureau of the Malayan Communist Party
Small Cloud Member of the communist organization inside the jungle, in love with Sen
Maxine Gerrard British confidential secretary, engaged to Luke Davis
Quo Boon Chinese multi-millionaire, head of the Clan of Quo
Sir Moksa Bakrar Politician, leader of the Progressively Independent Party (PIP)
Fragrant Orchid Chinese, wife of Sir Moksa Bakrar, daughter of Quo Boon, also known as Alice and Moonface
Intellectual Orchid Chinese, also known as ‘The Abacus’ and Betty; daughter of Quo Boon, businesswoman, married to Johnny Tam
Johnny Tam Chinese millionaire and banker
Golden Orchid Also known as Pearl, Chinese girl student. Sixth daughter of Quo Boon
Bob Stewart British Police Officer
Mr. Clerkwell British Official of the Malayan Civil Service
Mr. Stallart British Chief Police Officer
Enche Ismail Malay official, friend of Quo Boon
Cha Azamah Malay, second wife of Enche Ismail, and politician
Mr Poh Cho-Yee Chinese millionaire
Hinchcliffe British Commandant of a detention camp
Mui Set Chinese girl of 14, rubber tapper, daughter of Ah Kei the terrorist
Miss Lee Chinese, surrendered terrorist, turned police informer
Evangeline Chinese, twelve years old, captured in a jungle camp
Father Destier French, Catholic priest of Todak New Village
Tommy Uxbridge British Resettlement Officer of Todak New Village
Oliver Daley British, ex-missionary, later Resettlement Officer, Todak New Village
Crufts British Police Officer in charge of Todak New Village
Abdullah Malay Police Officer in charge of Todak New Village
Ah Kim and Georgie Father and son, Chinese contractors, Todak New Village
Pang Chinese detective
Mr Bee Chinese Committee man, a Baba Chinese
Mother Wu Chinese, a detainee and a witch
Mr Tay Chinese Interpreter, a Baba Chinese
Mahudin Ex-student of the University of Malaya, detained under the Emergency Regulations
John Symonds British Police Officer, friend of Luke Davis
Fanette Archway British businesswoman, mistress of Johnny Tam and friend of Intellectual Orchid
Mabel Chinese, amateur weight lifter, nurse; adopted daughter of Intellectual Orchid
Jimmy Lo Chinese, employed by the British Government as Propaganda Officer
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O DRUNK MINE EYES




Peacocks as comets catapult across the tarmac road in a tailflurry of blue-green and gilded palm-frond feathers, to drop staggering, clutching, swinging their meek sharp heads upon the wire fences which ring the Sultan’s Zoo. Tulips, poppy red, grow in clusters forty feet up towards the sun-bleached sky, on the round-leaved glossy tulip trees. In the Sultan’s gardens the verdigris statue of an arrow-spending cherub springs from the centre of a water-lily pond where stagnate black-scaled timorous fish. Two ponies rough-maned and gentle, amble from the gardens, with discerning hooves high-lifted among the bayonet-serried grass, to graze the cropped lawn of the Judge’s house, where a white board props up the English word private, and a doorless yellow structure, privy-narrow, exhibits the open visitors’ book. The Judge himself walks the road towards the Zoo, a cane on his arm and a purposeful missionary look upon him, the emotional garment with which the whites invest even their laziest leisures. In his white shorts’ pocket reposes an egg for the sad and furious Indian mongoose in his cell. Everyone but the Judge has forgotten the narrow sinuous animal with the muted war-song in his throat, for there are three tiger cubs, caged golden sunsets, lolloping in an enclosure with their two dog mothers (wet-nurses, their own mother dead), whose bellies are pink and milkful; faithful thin and dark wet-nurses barking fondly at their monstrous golden pups. All around the low enclosure the children climb the fence, and Leica-dangling men aim and aim again at the lovely burning-bright felines rippling in the harsh mid-morning glare of sun over Malaya.
 So many other things are Malaya: the mosque, triple-domed, Victorian, always embellished on photographs by the appropriate distance and fake moonshine (a special red filter produces the milk-soft whiteness of moon-washed walls). From its high cupola the protuberant black trumpets of a four-mouthed loudspeaker lament five times throughout Friday; the muezzin at the microphone, praising and blessing the Lord Allah. On their bicycles the soft-moving, quicksilver Malays slither and whirr, silver-soft, down the road towards the entrance pillars of the mosque, which carry no gates and no bars. They are all male, going to the mosque, wearing black velvet round caps called songkoks, and sometimes a white stitched Haji cap for holiness, badge of a pilgrimage to Mecca. Their breeze-swollen, loose shirts about them are pastel turquoise, cinnamon, and apple green; their sarongs are woven with large squares of pink, blue, mauve, gold, purple, cinnabar, and orange; their white trousers fall to the naked ankle, and the nude feet are clad in shoes of black and brown leather, plum and grey suede.
 Little boys, hands linked like flowers in chains, laughing, go towards the mosque, sinuous cohorts of pink and yellow and pale green satin shirts advancing up the road. In the hollow by the bridge which spans a rank, weed-overgrown canal, pullulant with miniature silver minnows flashing coral dots along their flanks, lays the sonorous prison, whose glistening wall tops are embedded with glass chips. It gives out jazz music all day: ‘Oh how I love you, Rose Rose I love you.’ A tune started in a Shanghai cabaret, sung by a sweet-throated actress of eighteen, and now heard in Spanish in Manila, in Japanese in Tokyo, and in six languages in Malaya.
 The road again, the blue-grey, heat-hazy tarmac, and on either side the jungle kept at arm’s length by a battalion of Tamil women. They have faces of polished rosewood, encrusted with mother-of-pearl and ebony eyes. They stand and behead the rough long grass, precursor of that other kingdom of the living, the vegetable universe. Over their heads and down, at the end of dark arms bared by movement, they whirl their angled scythes and softly the stalked grass flies upwards and falls scattering like cut hair.
 Hieratic as sunset-straddling cattle I see them, the women, swathed in scarlet, azure, ochre, and emerald, cheap cloth so soon faded in the Malayan sun. Their ear lobes are yawning holes circled by a string of flesh hanging to the shoulder and supporting knobs and cubes of gold, their savings through the years, weighing the elastic flesh into a loop of skin which sways and swings as the women wheel their scythes.
 Watchful, enormous trees, too high and too wide, bearing foliage too thick, leaves too many, too large – thick, succulent, grey-green – stand to massive attention right and left of the road. Lanky coconut palms poise their bomb-loads of fruit. Years later I shall not have lost my first discomfort towards the dreary oppression of unchanged, round-the-year green, the manifestly eternal voracity which sprouts, fungates, ferments, germinates, blurs, and befogs every sharpness of the red sandstone land, smothers hill and rock with leguminous bulk. The heart of a Malayan city, with bare streets and pink-roofed bungalows, white walls and tamed trees strung to fit the road, is always a small clearing wrested from the jungle and, too easily, turns jungle again.
 This is the enemy, Brobdingnag, second empire of the living, growing its sheer preoccupation with survival and reproduction into every joint of thought and emotion; wrapping effort in a miasma of numberless repetitious leaves, the extravagant monotony of unceasing verdure; spawning, cradled in its own decay, the foam and surge of new plant life; never to be stripped by winter, never to be relieved in the starkness of death; never to know the resurrection of the spring. Gone the pendulum of the four seasons, poising in harmony the searching mind, providing in each bud’s fruition contrast and comparison, effecting through human senses a sting to alert perception, renewing things well known into magic strangeness, breeding young dreams and visions.
 By the ever-recurrent downward-sweeping rain of the roots of a banyan tree lounges a tethered sick elephant, owned by the Happy Chung Circus, touring South East Asia with Japanese and Filipino amazons, ringworm-encrusted lions, seals, and a cruel young man with a long whip which swirls and snatches at lamentable tigers. The elephant, moving bony haunches, tramples a bunch of large golden bananas (tasteless the larger, and less savoury, as women, say the men of Malaya) which a curly haired Bengali boy, sandy loin-cloth about him, hooks away with a bamboo stick, then squats by the elephant’s fragrant molehill of dung to eat.
 ‘I am sending my eldest boy to tour with the circus; it is an education, a valuable education,’ says Lam Teck, a Chinese towkay, businessman, in the front seat of the car next to the white police officer driving the Wyvern. The windows of the car are down, and the grey torrid metal carapace would insulate us from the softly pulsating life streaming past on the road, but that Lam is with us, and Lam is Malaya, with his nylon transparent shirt, worn outside trousers, through the breast-pocket of which can be seen an envelope with brush-neat characters, some rolled dollar bills, and the red folded jacket of his identity card.
 Lam has plastic teeth, a fact to mention first because he is so proud of it. He owns four sets, one so good, so expensive, so American, that he wears it only for funerals. He has a face unlined and smooth as his son’s; dark shining hair waved and polished with Yardley lavender oil; only one lung. One lung saves him when two years later he is imprisoned for dealing in gold and opium, and trying to bribe the Harbour Police during six long months; one lung is enough to spare him rigorous hard labour. Lam is a friend, alive, cheerful, informative, and sending his son with the Happy Chung Circus, out of Malaya into the world, Indonesia, Siam, Burma, perhaps the Philippines, the world of South East Asia.
 ‘Because,’ says Lam, ‘as you know, Suyin, what is there for a young Chinese in Malaya but the jungle, the hellish green mouth of the jungle?’ He moves his arms, which immediately become tree tendrils, twisted and contorted. Poetic he becomes when his anger is with him, the growling repressed pent fury inside the voice, never above it, always smothered with a denying smile. His hands narrowly miss the face of the driver, the white man who makes fun of himself, calling himself ‘red-haired devil’ (because here in Malaya in the mouths of the people every white man is a red-haired devil or a white ant). The driver, impassive, listens, looks at me in the rear mirror, and winks.
 The car now climbs the road in front of it; climbs a hill like a shoulder, upon which lean, melting the horizon line, the clouds crowding to the daily rain storm over Malaya. The entire sky heaves and sags with clumsy, paunched bodies of cloud, a ponderous elbow-jostling assembly. The season is dry, hence only a noon-storm, curt and soon over, every day.
 Lam says: ‘I want my son to know life, I want him to have an opportunity. Two years in a circus will be wonderful. He might even become an artist, make a lot of money.’ The magic word ‘money’ provokes Lam to prolonged computations.
 The car rolls past the Straits, the sequined ever-changing water. Sea comes inland to lap the roots of the rain-trees along the shore. ‘The rain-tree,’ says Lam, ‘is Malaya; in this country of no seasons, the breathing symbol of growth gone mad.’ The trunks are shagged and prurient with one hundred and twenty-seven epiphytes and parasites, tendrils and trailers clinging, tenacious root feet clawing into fleshy bark, until there is not space to put a finger between. Above its devoured trunk the rain-tree raises a delicate-leaved canopy against the sky, its flowers sunwards not seen from the ground. In the water-green light under the green boughs children stand sucking lollipops; Malay Government clerks snore on marble benches, intent Chinese hawkers shake noodles, sliver meat and chicken, spread pepper and ginger and chilli on hot rice cupped on sliced banana leaves; Indian snake-charmers sadly flute their round baskets where invisible snakes sleep. Across the dappled floor of water lies the island of Singapore.
 The car stops. We walk to the stone edge curbing the impotent drifting sea at mid-tide. Lam’s outflung hand sweeps across the Straits to reach and point at Singapore.
 ‘The big city!’ he exclaims softly. ‘You know, that is the way the Japanese must have looked at it, gazed with longing eating up their faces after the long jungle paths, coming down south to Shonan[1] the beautiful. And look! Look! Here is the monument, now a pile of stones, of no character, which they put up at this spot. This is where they crossed the water to capture Singapore, from the back.’
 From where we stand, Singapore is a shore fringed with coconut palms, and farther a grey haze out of which emerge a few factory chimneys, tall and spare and spouting smoke. Lam suddenly looks clever.
 ‘This water, it is so convenient for smugglers, isn’t it?’
 With his eyes he turns to Luke Davis, the white man, as if nudging him in the ribs, sharing with him the secret of the communist smuggling which goes on. It is a well-known joke that in this fifth year of the Emergency, daily and nightly, bullets and hand grenades, towels, rubber sheets, shoes, paper, printing ink, and cigarettes are smuggled to the jungles of Malaya from Singapore. But to us, standing across half a mile of water, it is a grey-green haze, ringed by opalescent water.
 We turn and re-enter the car, while Lam speaks of the smuggling, and follow the road past the Sultan’s gardens with the tall red and yellow canna lilies, sentinel flags leading to the modest bungalow called the palace.
 ‘The old palace!’ says Lam, who has appropriated the landscape and doles it out to me. ‘What is your impression?’ He continues: ‘Not very modern; no air conditioning. Bathrooms not very many.’
 And here we are. On the left the pink-washed buildings, the fence, a strong well-built fence jutting outwards at the top. The mata-matas, police constables in khaki, lean on their rifles, the tranquil vegetable placidity of their brown gaze upon us. A large, bearded and turbaned Sikh police sergeant lurks like a suspicious bear behind their palm-like tranquillity. The bear, officious, peers, then straightens to salute the white man with a clash of boots, and we crunch up the gravel road, down which armoured cars packed with policemen clutching sub-machine guns whirr with rough and dreadful importance in this war-not-war in Malaya.
 ‘Police Headquarters,’ says Lam unnecessarily to me, and smiles with beatific humour, ‘where my friend works,’ he adds, ‘my dear friend.’ And looks at Luke, tender, affectionate, as if he would put his arms around him, but does not; says ‘works’ as if it were highly comical, but also a pity; and there is compassion in Lam’s face as he jeers at the white man who works hard and long at the war of the jungle.
 Police Headquarters lies sweltering in the pre-storm mid-morning heat, upon its own little elevation, the cloud-shouldering upslope of a hill. The sky is now all white-grey patched, and the dark Nissen huts crouch under it with an air of surly resentful expectancy. The strident ticker-tape of crickets in the stubbly grass around the wire fences, the faint whirr of fans from the offices, and the spasmodic rattle of typewriters from the registry secretaries drag their certain noise through the ominous silence of heat. So it will be, a mounting sullenness, until that first startled rattle and clap of the coconut trees across the road as they strike and rub their fronds against each other, clapping heralds of the storm-bringing wind.
 Our driver, our guide, Luke Davis, the white man with the grey shirt stuck to his back with sweat (for sweat comes readily off him in spite of his years in Malaya and his repeated assertion that the climate suits him), leads us to his office on the second floor, and immediately changes, metamorphoses himself into a uniformed figure of military bearing with a granite face; takes upon him as a garment the gestures of authority, presses a bell for lemonade, motions us to two straight-backed chairs, and shifts the papers on his desk. Lam enjoys all this, looks with black fond lively eyes that pat the shoulder at this display of power, and feels that he, Lam, must have power too, to be the friend of such a mighty person as a white police officer in Malaya in 1952. For, besides his business interests, never certain, his transitory opium dealings, his cautious and friendly procuring, his gambling and his three wives, in three cities, to manage his affairs, Lam is also a police informer, an agent of the British Government in Malaya.
 Enters Che Ahmad, the Malay, who belongs to the silver people of the mosque, and brings with him under the clicking fan the spiritual posture, the cool repose of Islam, suffusing even the chair on which he now proceeds to sit, with knees outspread and feet tucked under him as upon a mat. He wears a pale pink shirt and lavender rayon tie, fawn corduroy trousers baggy round the hip and tapering to a tightness round both ankles as is the fashion. He looks a prince disguising greatness, and his large brown eyes rest on the white man with tolerant amusement, while on the floor stand his grey suede shoes, removed of course. He thinks best in bare feet.
 ‘Good morning, sir,’ says he.
 ‘Good morning and congratulations, Che Ahmad,’ says Luke, smiling. ‘I hear you have another son, the seventh, is it not?’
 Che Ahmad bows his head to hide a smile of ineffable sweet triumph. He is a man of seven sons and six daughters, two wives, and he is thirty-two. ‘I have too many children,’ he says, deprecating his prowess, and glowing with his last achievement. ‘I just came in to say hello, sir. I’ve brought you the file about Lee Kok, sir. It’s complete now.’ Che Ahmad turns to business, though it would give him great pleasure to speak of the son of his body. ‘The captured female prisoner Ah Mei is waiting to see you. I don’t think it is important. A personal request, I think.’
 ‘Again?’ says Luke Davis,’ what does she want now, I wonder? Come in!’ He shouts unnecessarily, for the girl has already slipped into the room.
 ‘Morning,’ says Ah Mei in English, grinning widely with all her face. ‘Morning,’ she repeats, and stands grinning there, contemplating us, obviously lost in delight at seeing us, as if her morning’s purpose were achieved, to walk into this office room and say ‘Good morning’.
 Behind her in the door’s embrasure the Malay mata-mata who has brought her stands with a shuffled click of boots, salutes, and then withdraws.
 Ah Mei is Captured Enemy Personnel No. 234, comrade taken in jungle combat, and in the dingy office, suffocating in spite of the fan, she stands, a patch of brightness, her white trousers and fitting coat with small collar joyful with pink chrysanthemums. Her hair is straight and soft and falls to the shoulders, held back from her face by two small pink plastic clips. It is not curled, for Ah Mei is out of the jungle and a puritan therefore, and ‘permanents’ are an Imperialist invention, as everyone knows. The day will come when Ah Mei will buy herself a ‘permanent’ and look like every other girl, rubber-tapper, baby-amah, factory worker, every other Asian girl in Malaya. But that day there will be symbolic meaning in the gesture, for that day, perhaps, she will no longer believe.
 There is something extremely charming about Ah Mei’s face, so softly round, so smooth, that none will note beauty at first glance. Only later shall I see the wide brow, the chin, the up-curving cheekbone, and the large black eyes. Today I only remember the childish short upper lip giving her face an abiding air of enchanted wonder. Lam also looks at her, a connoisseur, and notes the faintly golden skin, the hands and feet very small, the diminutive toes perfect like a baby’s in her open rubber slippers.
 ‘You may ask her questions,’ says Luke Davis.’ She says she is now twenty and was two years in the jungle before capture a year ago.’ He adds that her sentence is ten years under the Emergency Regulations, for she was caught with a grenade in her hand.’ But she has been such a help to us that we are trying to do
 something about it.’
 ‘Well now,’ says he to the girl, in a stiff, official voice, ‘what did you want to say to me?’
 ‘It’s my arms,’ replies Ah Mei. ‘I want to go to the Hospital again. The last medicine was no good.’ She holds up her arms, and round the elbows they are faintly dotted with black and mulberry marks. She says, because Lam and I are strangers: ‘They are leech and mosquito bites when I was cooking for the People Inside.’
 Luke turned to me: ‘Somehow I don’t understand what the word “Communist” means to people like her. I wonder whether she really believes in anything? I wonder what was the real reason for her going Inside?’
 ‘Especially,’ puts in Lam, with a wilfully clever look at Ah Mei’s face, ‘especially after she has been so cooperative and sincere with you.’ All Lam’s words are triple-edged, sheathed in demulcent adjectives. All have hidden meanings. It is obvious that he thinks Luke Davis should have taken liberties with Ah Mei … and if not, what a slow-witted fool he is.
 ‘You mean such a good stool-pigeon,’ replies Luke; ‘what do you think, Che Ahmad?’
 And Che Ahmad says without moving: ‘Don’t think there are no crocodiles because the water is calm.’
 Luke turns to Ah Mei. ‘I’ll have you taken to the Hospital later. This lady,’ he points to me, ‘is a doctor, just come to Malaya. Perhaps she will have a look at your arms?’
 I straighten up after a look. ‘These are just insect-bite marks. They’ll go. Does she really need to go to hospital for that?’
 Luke looks at Che Ahmad, who significantly puts up his thumb. ‘Number One’s orders. You know what he’s like. Never displease valuable informers.’
 ‘Okay,’ says Luke resignedly, ‘let her go and waste the hospital doctor’s time, then.’
 Ah Mei and I look at each other. After a while I pull my mouth together again, guilty of so much secret mirth, and she turns her head but goes on smiling, gazing away and towards the window at the now gathered storm outside. The sudden wind has three times clapped its hands among the coconut fronds, and now springs up the hill and into the room to blow her hair, and behind it large tepid drops of rain spatter in. Ah Mei smiles, happily, for of all the treats which come to her because she is such an excellent informer on her previous comrades, going about in a comfortable police car is her chief pleasure.
 


  
    	Shonan: Japanese name for Singapore. ↵
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A SHALLOW DARK RAVINE




‘You’ll get used to it,’ said Betchine. ‘You’ll get used to Malaya, my dearr girrl.’ Her R’s rolled in the fashion of the Scots University town where she had studied. Dr Betchine was tall, Euro-Indian, draped pastel georgette sarees on her body and a stethoscope round her neck. Her large brown eyes, long lashes, aristocratic features, would look well on the cover of Life magazine, sub-titled: Woman of Modern Asia.
 It was my first week as Lady Medical Officer in the women and children’s clinic of the Hospital, taking over from Betchine now to be transferred to Kuala Lumpur. In one week, I had become a witch’s cauldron of seething irritation, boiling resentment, and hissing rage. Betchine assured me, unsoothingly, that it was Malaya.
 ‘They’re all like you, when they start,’ she repeated. ‘They’ referred to doctors like myself, newly recruited into the Service. ‘After a few months, they calm down. This is Malaya. Everything takes a long, a very long time, in Malaya. Things get done, occasionally, but more often they don’t, and the more in a hurry you are, the quicker you break down. I got a breakdown in Kuala Lumpur, in those barracks they pretend is a hospital. Now I’m posted back to it.’ She laughed, good-natured, hearty, high-pitched laughter, and twirled the end of her stethoscope round and round. Her laughter mocked herself and the confusion, the inadequacy, the overcrowded room around her. Thus had she laughed when, on my first day, I exclaimed that half the wards of the Hospital were closed down. ‘Shortage of nurses,’ said Betchine.
 ‘Look at this waiting-room, my dearr girrl. Wouldn’t you think that a building as imposing as this one, costing millions of dollars, with corridors eighty yards long and five yards wide, would have a decent waiting-room for women and children patients? But of course not. Women still don’t count much in this country. They give us this fourteen-feet-by-twelve cubicle where each day one hundred and ten patients cram themselves to be seen by me, and after today, by you.
 ‘That’s why I call this place the whited sepulchre,’ she concluded with her habitual mirth. ‘Actually there are worse places. It isn’t the doctors … many of us are hardworking enough, but we get tired of fighting the creeping paralysis called administration. We are frustrated at every turn, and finally give up. It’s the Emergency which is to blame. There isn’t enough money, and things don’t get done without money.’
 ‘I’m tired hearing the Emergency blamed for everything that is not done in Malaya,’ I replied. ‘Because of the Emergency, many things which otherwise would not have been tackled at all, have now been done. The trouble with this country is not only the Emergency. I know a town up north where it takes nine months and many thousands of dollars’ bribes to get a licence to run a truck. I visited a hospital where the attendants wait three to five months to get their first month’s salaries paid to them. Meanwhile they borrow from money-lenders to live. I hear that in a certain State hospital the nurses have not had their increments paid to them for the last two years. You can’t blame this sort of thing on the Emergency. It’s red tape and the cancer of corruption, not the terror of the jungle.’
 ‘We have a word for it here,’ said Betchine. ‘“Tidapathy” is the name. It’s the most important word in the Malayan vocabulary, and the sooner you learn it, the quicker you’ll feel at home in Malaya. Tidapah. It means never mind. It’s compounded of jem’en fiche and mañana. It’s also the Will of God. Tidapah. The less you do, the less you show up your colleagues’ “tidapathy”, and the sooner you’ll get promoted. Do nothing, and you can’t do wrong. I used to row with people, wear myself out with work and worry, until the Medical Superintendent warned me. “You are an over-zealous young lady,” he said. Now I say tidapah with the best.’
 But I knew that Betchine went on pitting herself against sloth, against tidapathy; lashing out with her tongue, tearing off the masks of make-believe; crashing through the strangling crisscross of pull, influence, and family connexions, so important in securing service, or position, in some government department; rising at two in the morning to check the babies’ feeds … Betchine was a good doctor. I wondered how long it would take before she broke down again.
 ‘Tidapah, doctor,’ said Staff Nurse Doremy, she of the immense and doleful eyes. Doremy was Tamil. She had mothered dozens of medical officers, English, Chinese, Indian, Eurasian, and an occasional Malay, serving their turn of duty in Outpatients. Her years in government service numbered twenty-three. Because of the lack of nursing staff, she had been called from retirement to serve again. During the Japanese occupation she had planted tapioca, dug for yams, walked miles for a little black market rice, sewn jute bags, cut grass as a labourer. She had eight children of her own, and four adopted ones. She dealt with one hundred screaming patients with complete calm, but became an incoherent, stuttering incapable in front of the English Sister-in-charge, who strode briskly into Outpatients at ten o’clock, scolded Doremy, glared at the doctor, counted the syringes, ordered the amah to sweep the floor under the patients’ feet, then, with a look at the round wall clock (always fast), departed to her other charges, the Senior Officers’ special doctor, the Male Outpatients, the Ante-natal Clinic … there were not enough Sisters to go round the mammoth Hospital.
 ‘Tidapah, doctor,’ said Staff Nurse Doremy, and the word on her lips was sonorous consolation. ‘Doctor must not excite herself, lah. Will get all heaty in this weather. Anger is weakening to the body. We should have a big waiting-room, like the men. But what to do? Many doctors must write many, many letters to the Department before can get, lah. But patients are quite happy, doctor. They are happy so long they see woman doctor. Man doctor they don’t like. Before you we had poor Dr Sandrishan. He good man doctor, but patients never let him examine them. So what can he do? He has to guess every time.
 ‘Dr Sandrishan attempted one day to examine a Malay girl suffering from what he thought might be heart disease, and got sued for outrage to modesty,’ said Betchine to me.
 ‘Anyway, doctors must have some coffee now,’ ordered Doremy, looking at the clock. ‘After ward round, coffee, then Outpatients. Otherwise cannot stand it. This place not healthy,’ she told me. Doremy was a genius at stating the obvious in such a way that one felt like exclaiming: ‘How true!’
 ‘Diphtherias sitting with whooping coughs, and t.b. old ladies spitting on the floor, and little babies being sick at both ends at the same time. I always tell the amah, Ah Kam, to put more lysol in the water to wash the floor, but Ah Kam is lazy, too, and sometimes forgets. Ah Kam, Ah Kam!’ she shouted suddenly in Malay,’ make some coffee for doctors.’
 At that moment the thickset policewoman in khaki with black and silver badges on her shoulders and a beret smartly pulled on her curled hair, pushed her way through the crowd sitting, standing, squatting, or lying on the waiting-room floor among the pulped banana skins, the half-eaten oranges, the crumbled soda biscuits, the melting chocolate slabs, the vomits, and the urine; offal to be swept up at the end of the morning with a flourish of lysol in water by Ah Kam, the amah, who had tuberculosis, five dead babies, and was assigned to Outpatients, where work as an attendant (asserted the Regulations) was light.
 Robustly, elbows outstretched, the policewoman advanced, disregarding the backwash of indignant mutters behind her. Authority meant priority. Close at her back came Ah Mei and Fong Kiap carrying her three-month-old baby born in the detention camp. Once in our small examination room, the policewoman clicked her heels and saluted. Doremy would have pushed out anyone else, but this was Police; she closed the door and wedged herself against it so that pressure from the waiting crowd would not send it flying open again.
 ‘This prisoner complains her arms are bad,’ said the policewoman in English, pushing Ah Mei forward.
 ‘There’s nothing wrong with her arms,’ said Betchine. ‘I’ve seen this girl before. I’ve told her so. These are only bite marks, leeches, mosquitoes, or what have you that bite in the jungle.’
 I looked at Ah Mei and thought again: ‘How charming she is, such gentleness in her smile.’
 Dr Betchine said to Ah Mei in rather bad Malay: ‘I’ll give you some more ointment to rub on your arms.’
 ‘The ointment smells bad, it makes my head giddy,’ Ah Mei said to the policewoman in Hokkien. The policewoman, whose name was Rosie Yip, and who spoke six Chinese dialects, Malay, and Malayan English, translated this into the latter language: ‘She says ointment makes her smell no-good, doctor.’
 ‘I suppose she’d like something special, with perfume,’ said Betchine, sarcastically. ‘Really, that girrl’s the limit.’
 Doremy now took matters in hand by translating this briefly into Malay to Ah Mei: ‘Doctor says no can do, don’t be such a sombong (stuck-up) girl.’
 Ah Mei, who knew Malay quite well, but scorned to show it, smiled.
 ‘There is also this babee, if doctor would see,’ said Rosie, pulling Ah Mei back by the arm and shoving Fong Kiap forward.
 ‘Sakit.’[1] Fong Kiap smiled broadly, her round pointing stomach, ill-covered by her short flowered top, shook with repressed laughter. She politely bared her teeth to the gums at us. The four top teeth were edged with gilded brass. The original enamel peered from heart-shaped windows cut out of the glittering metal framework. Hearts and diamonds were the commonest shapes found in Chinese mouths in Malaya, and I had discerned a stray spade on the top row of a Malay special constable.
 ‘Sakit, very sick,’ repeated Fong Kiap, gurgling with pure misery. The baby had a shrunken, wizened face, a glaze drawn tight over its open eyes.
 ‘Haha,’ laughed Rosie Yip, whose round Chinese face and boot-button eyes, neat as her uniform, made her the Asian counterpart of a typical London bobby, ‘Fong Kiap said “sakit, sakit” yesterday to the red-haired devil newspaperman who came to the detention camp to write about it. “Sakit, sakit,” said Fong Kiap. The red-haired devil thought she was telling her name. “That’s a pretty name, Sakit,” he told her.’ Rosie Yip slapped her thighs at the story, and laughed again.
 Ah Kam guffawed and translated into Malay to Doremy. Rosie, surmising that Betchine would object to the term red-haired devil, the current name for Europeans, had switched to the Cantonese dialect for this story.
 ‘Laugh, laugh,’ said Betchine, who had been examining the baby and was not happy about it, ‘you Chinese always laugh. It’s nearly unnatural vice with you. We Indians’ (Betchine was one of those post-war Eurasians who would rather be all Asian) ‘cry. We weep and wail. It’s more realistic. Come, hold your baby, while I write the admission form.’
 Fong Kiap took over baby, and started putting on baby’s clothes, the belly band, the little wool cap, the wool socks, and the small quiltwork blanket. Baby began to shrink. He suddenly looked tiny bundled against Fong Kiap’s large breasts. Round baby’s neck hung a small cross, present from the Catholic priest; a tiger’s claw, silver mounted; a wisp of feathers and a silver lock; talismans and safeguards of another tradition. On baby’s left wrist was tied a yellow thread. How many devious small bribes, how many whispered supplications had been accomplished by Fong Kiap, through how many wardresses and attendants at the camp had these charms been relayed to reach, at last, the baby; to ward disease and death from baby. But here he was, very sakit, very ill.
 ‘Laugh, laugh,’ Betchine repeated, holding the telephone receiver in one hand, for she had started the laborious process of ringing the children’s ward to announce baby’s arrival, otherwise Ward Sister might send it down again with the crisp note ‘No cot’. ‘My fiancé (he’s in the c.i.d.) was prosecuting some bandit helpers last week. They were the usual rubber tappers, going in a lorry to the rubber trees. It had rained, the road was slippery, and round a bend the lorry swerved too sharply. The tappers standing in it were thrown off balance as it skidded, whoosh whoosh, out came the rice, out from the cloth on their heads, from their pockets, their shirts, their belts, their blouses. They were plug full of rice for the jungle people. “You never saw anything so funny,” my fiancé said, “as these tappers scrambling to their feet laughing, laughing their heads off, pretending they couldn’t see the rice on the floor of the lorry, they didn’t know where it had all come from.”
 ‘My fiancé was in court, prosecuting the case. One of the girls in the dock, the usual People’s Movement worker of about seventeen, could not stop laughing. The Judge became very angry, banged the table, shouted at her: “What’s so funny? You’ve committed a crime, now you are being insolent. Will you tell the court what you’re laughing at?” The interpreter was frightened because the Judge looked so angry; he said: “Quick, tell why you laugh, or it will go hard for you.” So the girl said, still giggling: “Because he has such a funny, big nose,” pointing to the Judge. He wasn’t hard on her though, she got three years’ rigorous, same as the others.’
 ‘He is a kind-hearted man, lah, Judge Banks,’ interposed Doremy piously. ‘He knows what young girls are like. Got some growing daughters himself.’
 The abandoned door (Doremy had left it to collect our coffee cups) now sprang open and into the examination room, wholly naked, on hands and knees, crawled a Tamil labourer woman, grey-haired, lips excoriated with burns from chewing betel with too much lime and letting the saliva trickle down the corners to her chin, purple with old thick scars. Garlic oil and cow dung had been smeared over her body. She advanced uttering screams. Doremy and Ah Kam sprang at her, pushed her out, and shut the door.
 ‘Mental, that one,’ said Doremy, chattingly. Already I was under her care. Taken in hand. She had charming, dark hands with pale pink glossy nails, the beautiful South Indian skin, soft, finely wrinkled like parachute silk.
 ‘Don’t tell me there isn’t a cot,’ Betchine shouted into the telephone. ‘This baby is coming in … well, put that girl on the floor on a mattress … I don’t care if it is the British Adviser’s head gardener’s niece …’
 Fong Kiap suddenly understood that baby was going into hospital. The held-back weeping gushed out in one long wail. All laughter gone, she clung to baby. He would die of fright without the comfort of her arms. She must be admitted with baby. Or let doctor give an injection, and she would nurse baby in the detention camp. Rosie told her in Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, and Malay not to be silly. (Rosie was obviously showing off.) Fong Kiap shook her head, tears rolled down her cheeks, and she appealed suddenly to her husband’s ghost. ‘He is dead and since then people have been harming me. They have falsely accused me and now I have been in prison for many months … I have never done anything wrong.’
 ‘Nothing wrong!’ shouted Rosie, boisterous but not unkind. ‘Then where did this baby come from, tell me that.’
 ‘We are between fire and water, we the people,’ wailed Fong Kiap. ‘We are caught between two terrors, the Police, and the People Inside. I do not want to live any more.’
 ‘Quiet,’ said Rosie Yip the policewoman. ‘Don’t bring shame on your ancestors with your big talk. Do you really want us to believe you were clever enough to get another male to do the work of your Old Man of the Jungle?’ She used an obscene, good-natured workaday word. ‘Consorting with bandits, that’s what you are in for, even if it is your husband.’
 Ah Kam, the amah, guffawed at this, and translated in Malay to Doremy who looked suddenly tragic, as was her way with mirth. Fong Kiap grinned through her tears, and gazing fondly, passionately at baby, son of her man in the jungle, followed Doremy out of the room and to the ward. Adjusting her uniform belt after one last, sharp, rattling salute, Rosie went with them, completely forgetting Ah Mei, her other prisoner, who was thus left guarded by me.
 While Betchine, with Ah Kam’s help, began sorting the patients, wading into the crowd and picking the obviously ill ones from those who came to acquire medicine for nothing, or to obtain sick leave, Ah Mei, in a corner, talked to me in standard Chinese. Like all Chinese in Malaya, Ah Mei knew at least three dialects, but she also spoke standard Chinese because she had been to a Chinese school for two years, and then in the jungle.
 ‘I am acquainted with Fong Kiap,’ she said, her face of childish innocence lifted to mine. ‘The baby is really her husband’s child, and he is of the People Inside. She let the People sleep at her hut … she gave them food, and on their way up north, the couriers stopped there to rest. Fong Kiap does not admit that the child is the son of the man in the jungle. She is afraid that the red-haired devils will hunt him through her, force her to write to him and thus trap him. So she has told the red-hairs that the child was by a travelling salesman. Of course, everyone knows it is a lie, except the red-hairs. They were not sure until they asked me.’
 ‘Why do you tell me this?’ I asked.
 Ah Mei did not reply. She appeared not to have heard. I did not want her to fear me, and so did not repeat my question. Rosie Yip returned with Fong Kiap, and all three left in a black police car driven by a Tamil chauffeur.
  
 *  *  *
  
 Unpremeditated, night falls. Here is no long-drawn parting of the worlds, light and dark. Night’s black doors close suddenly upon a sunset universe of strident colour, an orange and purple conflagration tangled in swamps of opal water, stretches of pink sky rimmed by deep blue hills. At once the splendour goes behind shutters, is lost to sight, sunk in the thickness of night without the respite of evening and the slow-paced arrival of early stars. Later the stars will shine, the moon appear; but at first it is only plain, immense night over Malaya.
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