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		Praise for the Gurkha Series


								


	

				‘Nobody in the world is better qualified to tell the story of the Gurkhas’ deadly jungle battles against Communist insurgency in Malaya in the 1950s. Cross spins his tale with the eye of incomparable experience.’ John le Carré
  
 ‘… a gripping adventure story … learn the ins and outs of jungle warfare from a true expert’ The Oldie (on Operation Janus)
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				The Anglo-Chinese bastard baby never knew his father. No one can ever say if his life would have been better or worse had he ever known him; probably not, as he was the result of a political gambit rather than of any procedure more normally followed between man and woman. His English father was killed in the jungle on Thursday 28 August 1952, some four months before he was born. His mother, Fong Chui Wan, better known as Siu Tse, ‘Little Miss’, did know who the father was and, to begin with, she had accepted his advances as ‘part of the job’. She was a taxi-girl who worked in the Yam Yam, a sleazy nightclub in Seremban, Negri Sembilan, Malaya. The taxi-girls were all Chinese, delicately attractive in their long, tight-fitting, slit-sided cheongsam. Their work was to dance with, chiefly, sweaty red-faced Europeans, certainly in the early 1950s, who, once back at their tables, were then inveigled to buy drinks, always at inflated prices, while the girl they had danced with sipped lemonade. Unaccompanied girls either sat silently in small groups waiting to be picked up or else danced with one another. Not official whores – never would the British colonial administration have allowed such! But money was money, wasn’t it? – especially for girls from poor families, ‘squatters’ living, mostly, in rudimentary shacks, without any legal tenure, in the waste land between the rubber estates and the jungle, or from the poorer end of town.
 Like other similar places, during working hours lights were dim and there was no cooling system. At weekends the one room became over-crowded and the noise loud, with the atmosphere malodorous with sweaty bodies, cheap powder, cigarette smoke and alcohol fumes poisoning the air. A small band played and a man, bawling into a microphone, sang the local hits, Rose, Rose I love you, A slow boat to China and Terang Bulan – Bright Moon – over and over again. He seemed to know no other songs. 
 Most of the Europeans who frequented the place were junior British Army soldiers and, especially at weekends, junior planters from neighbouring rubber estates. Senior planters, British administrators – police and civil – and military officers relaxed at the Sungei Ujong Club, reserved solely for Europeans. Malays, Chinese and Indians had their separate places; that is how everybody liked it and everybody was used to it – each to his, fewer her, own.
 The Japanese invasion of Southeast Asia during 1942 was like an unstoppable flood that very nearly but not quite wiped out all traces of pre-war colonialism. What it most certainly did achieve was a shift in the mindset of all Asians – and indeed Europeans – to such an extent that nothing was quite the same ever again. In Malaya, incipient communism started in 1928 when Communist agents from China established a South Seas Communist Party in Singapore, although the Malayan Communist Party, MCP, itself dates from 1930. The Japanese invasion of Malaya saw Chinese Communists join forces with British Army stay-behind groups but once the Japanese surrender had taken effect, Chinese Communists and the British went their separate, indeed opposite, ways.
 Communist cells were found in a number of organisations, trade unions, drama groups and school boards being some of them. Others were found in places like the Yam Yam where the manager, Yap Cheng Wu, and the senior barman, Kwek Leng Joo, were card-carrying communists, the latter a member of the Min Yuen, the Masses Movement. Most squatters belonged to the Min Yuen, willingly sometimes, fatalistically always, such people’s unspoken motto being ‘Anything for a quiet life’. Almost every Min Yuen and guerrilla was Chinese so bonded together more easily than with any colonial master. Survival in Asia is to bend; not to bend is to break and anyone recalcitrant was easily bullied by the local strongmen. In this way they provided food, shelter and information to the communist terrorists (CTs) as by this time the guerrillas were officially designated.
 The Yam Yam’s senior barman, Comrade Kwek Leng Joo, was a messenger for the nearest guerrilla camp where the Negri Sembilan Regional Committee, the political wing of the MCP, lived. This was situated in a flat space surrounded by thick jungle not far from the summit of Bukit Beremban, 3293 feet high, itself overshadowed by the even higher feature, Gunong Telapak, at 3914 feet. It was guarded by elements of the Malayan Races Liberation Army, MRLA. The camp of the resident Gurkha battalion, 1/12 Gurkha Rifles, GR, could be seen from the guerrilla camp. Kwek Leng Joo did not go there often, only when there when he had news of special importance. Besides being a dangerous journey, it was unwise to establish anything like a pattern of movement that Special Branch might the more easily find out about. By 1952 Special Branch work was something the Brits were good at; they suspected both manager and barman but seemed happy to keep a ‘weather eye’ on them. In any case, until a communist victory, both men had to work surreptitiously.
 Kwek Leng Joo had a good working knowledge of English so could normally understand what the ‘bar proppers’ were talking about, even though at times he found their accents and slang beyond him. He was normally able to pick up much useful information from loose-tongued and over-garrulous British soldiery, unaware of their indiscretions as they gossiped in his hearing, and occasionally of sufficient importance to make one of his infrequent journeys to the Regional Commissar in the jungle. When asked about his own politics, which was seldom, he always gave an ‘I’m-not-interested’ type of answer.
 One frequent visitor was, unusually, a commissioned officer serving in 1/12 GR, a Captain Alan Hinlea. His childhood was moulded by nineteenth-century conditions found on the margin of society in a coal mining community. He had been a communist for as long as he could remember and his background was basic enough to make being a communist an obvious choice. It was one more than unlikely to make him a commissioned officer as he had come from a dirt-poor background in a coal-mining village in Nottinghamshire and had never lost the edge of his working-class accent. His father, a card-carrying and devoted communist who had visited Moscow and been ‘initiated’, passed on all his teaching to his son. The family of six lived in a small square room that served as kitchen, living room, eating place and, once a week, bathroom, the water used by two or three people before being changed, with a privy in the backyard and candlelight in the shared bedroom. He was culturally unsuited to any other type of society. His parents often went hungry to give their four children enough to eat and he grew into a big, strong lad, standing at five feet ten. His arrogant, haughty features were topped by an unwavering scowl, a permanent sneer and the pupils of his muddy brown eyes, always a-flicker, did not appear quite in the centre but rather high up, so always looking over ones’ head. He was prone to making derogatory remarks that caused much embarrassment. He tried hard at the local school and, as would be expected in such a pre-war area, developed a hatred for his despised social superiors.
 In those days government schooling was not of a high standard so his parents, knowing the use of education for any advancement, skimped and scraped enough money to better their only son. Never having any chance to play games other than kicking a ball in the street, he became a body-builder fanatic. He liked learning and was successful but such were the local feelings against anyone ‘bookish’, that other boys started to bully him when he was small – but he always won out – and by the time he was due to leave school he was strong enough to become the local gang leader.
 His father had been a party member from an early age. ‘You’re dedicated all right, lad,’ he told his son, ‘but you’ll fail in life unless you can convince those plutocratic swine who rule us that you’re with them until you get the chance properly to do them down. There are two worlds with two views, “theirs” and “ours”. When I was in Moscow I was taught about maskirovka¸ a trick to manipulate “them” into looking the other way and not for a moment guessing your real aim. I once learnt that the word January comes from Janus, meaning “looking both forward and back”, almost “two-faced”. Imagine that you’re on a permanent military operation, let’s say you give it the code-name “Operation Janus”,[1] so that you are always making “them” look at your good record in the past and never guessing your real purpose in life for the future.’
 Those words had stayed engraved in Hinlea’s mind. During his formative years he had developed a capacity for total resentment against “them” that had never left him.
  
 ***
  
 During the 1939-1945 war, everybody in Great Britain not in a reserved occupation, such as learning how to become a doctor or, for instance, an expert on a factory bench making fighter plane engines, had to enlist as a private soldier when he was two and half months short of eighteen.[2] After basic training, anyone who showed any spark of initiative and had passed his School Certificate Examination was seen as potential material for a commission. It was a travesty that Hinlea was ever considered good enough to be commissioned but by 1944 the War Office in London had to ‘scrape the barrel’ to get the numbers required. His peers looked on him as an over-educated nonentity. Around that time heavy casualties were expected – the invasion of the continent followed by the struggle against the Japanese. Had those two atomic bombs not been dropped and forced the Japanese to surrender, allied casualties would have had stupendous, most likely unacceptable.
 Hinlea passed the War Office Selection Board and was sent to India for officer training. Having been a Gunner he was posted to an Indian Gunner regiment as a Second Lieutenant with a Short Service Commission. He was now one of ‘them’. He thought that the British officers, the sahibs, behaved in a contemptible and supercilious manner with Indians and that appalled him. His own approach to the Indian sepoys was much too familiar for discipline but the normal relationship between officers and men, accepted for many, many years, was accepted by all as correct. Hinlea’s Indian CO thought that he was a ‘bad type’ and was delighted to get rid of him at Independence in 1947.
 Although Hinlea was unsuccessful in changing the Indian soldiers’ views he still had that as a secret aim, so he was cunning, cautious and very, very careful as he waited for any opportunity to ‘do the Brits down’ before he left the army. He had no clear-cut plan, just an instinctive urge to stop being one of ‘them’, do and be his own ‘thing’ and in some inchoate manner ‘make Indians happier than they were’. He was as impervious to reason and that uncommon faculty of common sense as are all communists, the party seeming to enshrine the worst of its followers and bring low even the more sensible of its members. Communism permits no doubt and says that belief can be implanted like a conditioned reflex and which answers to questions – and the questions are always there: Whence? Where? Why?
 He kept his long-term thoughts inside as much as he could but made no secret of how happy he was when India got its independence, so could now get rid of all the British colonialists. Learning that four Gurkha battalions were leaving the Indian Army to join the British Army he felt distressed. He would like to see Gurkha battalions no more officered by British officers but by the Gurkhas themselves who should command their own men. When he heard that the two battalions of the 12th Gurkhas were to be made into a Gunner regiment he saw his chance of seeing what he could do to get rid of British officers, so he requested a posting to one of the battalions. He was posted to 1/12 GR in early 1948 and joined them in Seremban, Malaya. The communists started the shooting war in June of that year, which would become the Malayan Emergency.
 Hinlea prided himself on being a woman’s man, hence his frequenting the place where even to clutch a woman was an outlet for his frustration. Clutching merely being ‘stage one’ and so lascivious was he, he was given the name of Lustful Wolf, Sik Long, by the taxi-girls. During the intervals between dances he would go to the bar and over the months he was unwittingly and easily induced to talk about his dislike of the colonial system and British class arrogance, the barman taking full note of everything said although only appearing indifferently sympathetic.
 Apart from absorbing a hatred of the class system he had had a personal grudge ever since being prevented from becoming a temporary member of the Darjeeling Club when talking to the secretary his Party membership card had slipped out onto the table, with the following oral drubbing causing him shame and offence; and again before the Emergency started when invited to a Mess Night by 2/12 GR in their tented lines in Wardieburn Camp, Kuala Lumpur. He had managed to save up some money to buy a second-hand Singer Roadster, an open-hooded car, safe in the knowledge that the British Treasury was taxing officers in Gurkha units at Malayan not British rates because their long-term service was in Malaya, not Britain. He had driven up to camp after booking into a hotel. At dinner he had drunk too much and become offensively and openly anti-British. As a punishment, some of the subalterns kept him drinking after the meal while others jacked up both rear wheels of his car.
 After warning the others and the Mess staff to get out of the way, they escorted Hinlea to his car. He got in, put it in gear and let out the clutch, waving good bye as he did. It didn’t ‘click’ he wasn’t moving forward as he changed gear and pressed the accelerator hard, waving goodbye once more. The car, vibrating violently, fell off the jacks, ‘dived’ into the by-now empty Mess tent, hit one of the upright poles thereby bringing the tent down over it. Luckily the engine stalled and a badly frightened and sobered Hinlea crept out.
 As he put himself to rights, one of the subalterns leant over to him and whispered, ‘Never come back with your party line. You may destroy the tent but you can never destroy our Gurkha regiments by your filthy propaganda.’ Hinlea, furious, vowed he never would and those two incidents soured him even more – and irrevocably.
 Sensing a ‘catch’, the communist manager and bartender of the Yam Yam hatched a plan to make Hinlea commit himself, initially, of only being open to blackmail. To keep him talking, Siu Tse was ‘given’ to him as his own for no extra charge and the two of them were lent a room at the back of the building. The lure for the penurious girl of a steady income, even in ‘enemy’ England – hunger knows no political loyalty – attracted her sufficiently to give herself to him to give her a better life. However, she was not his first priority, politics was. Even so, she, with rudimentary English – he did not know any Malay or Chinese to say more than a few words – ensured he never lost his interest in her.
 Tongue loosened by drink, Hinlea started talking against the colonial British when propping up the bar. As he was not contradicted he opened his heart more and more about his real views to a sympathetic barman, who now realised that there was no need to think anymore of blackmail so, after a couple of months, the barman quietly suggested telling the manager, Yap Cheng Wu, of the Lustful Wolf’s desire to joining the MCP. Siu Tse was ordered to play her part and so drifted into pregnancy more as a duty than a desire. Party policy and tactics were never to be gainsaid.
 The Gurkhas never liked him; they saw he was not a ‘proper Saheb’ so somehow resented him. His Nepali language was primitive, mixed with Urdu from his Indian Army days, and the men obeyed him even if he was apt to be too familiar. He saw them as illiterate peasants who were being exploited. He didn’t like their being under colonial Brits and he could not understand that Nepal had never been part of the British Empire and, for Gurkhas, service in the army was the only honourable job, with a pension at the end of it, that was open to them. Gurkhas were pragmatic enough to accept foreign leadership, especially when the officers saw them as individual men rather than cumbersome peasants as was the case in their own country, when pay and pension were of paramount importance.
 1/12 GR had been made infantry again in early 1949 but even so Hinlea, despite being a gunner and not infantry trained, asked to stay on to finish his three-year tour before discharge. Until then he would pretend to be anti-communist – my own maskirovka! – but all the while secretly plotting to join the MCP, using the undercover comrades in the Yam Yam to help him lay his plans. With the manager’s help this was initiated but took a long time to eventuate. During this phase of his metamorphosis the only officer in 1/12 GR with whom he liked to pass the time and ask questions about Gurkhas and Malaya was a Captain Jason Rance. Radiating health and self-assurance, taut as a strung bow and as active as a hunting leopard when on operations, Rance was nearly six feet tall and just over ten stone, with fair hair, a resolute face and clear blue eyes that had the ability to penetrate and probe into another’s. His gaze was steady and non-committal until provoked, which was not often. The breadth of his shoulders, the long muscular neck and the convex lines of his chest were evidence of a body honed to physical precision and strength. He was slender but not thin, his was the tautness that comes with discipline, training and a fully active life. Crosshatching of fine wrinkles at the corner of his eye sockets bespoke time spent in the Asian sun. This was because Rance had been born there, in 1922, so knew more about Malaya than did any other officer.
 Hinlea never hinted of his plans to join the MCP and, in turn, Rance never told Hinlea that he had been brought up with a Chinese lad, Ah Fat, of his own age, and was bilingual in Chinese, knowing enough characters for simple reading and writing, nearly as fluent in Malay and that he was a ventriloquist. He never talked about his Chinese ‘brother’ Ah Fat who had joined the communist guerrillas fighting against the Japanese and, so convincing had he been, the MCP had accepted him and he had risen to the heights of being a non-voting Politburo member – but as a police ‘mole’.
  
 ***
  
 The Negri Sembilan Regional Committee based near the top of Bukit Beremban was told of Hinlea’s wish to join the MCP by Kwek Leng Joo who, using his usual guile, reached the base unobserved. It so happened he got there during a visit by two senior officers of the Politburo, one being the mole Ah Fat, who had been sent south to investigate a possible ‘leak’ in the armed struggle. One thing led to another and, for the first time since Jason Rance left Malaya in 1938 to go to school in England, he and Ah Fat, both using the most careful tradecraft, secretly met up in Seremban. It was then that Ah Fat alerted Jason Rance to Hinlea’s secret – oh, how secret! – plans to try and join the MCP Politburo and the very few people it was essential to be told about it, the 1/12 GR CO and the Officer in Charge Police District, the OCPD. Accordingly, they were briefed. Had that not been the case Hinlea’s disappearance would never have been traced, nor, most likely, would he have been killed.
  
 ***
  
 With the manager’s help, Hinlea eventually disappeared and started on his long, arduous and dangerous journey. It took much time to arrange but happen it did. By that time Siu Tse was pregnant; she never did know if her Alan knew that she was. Hinlea secretly left the battalion to join the guerrillas over a weekend so had a two-day head start. No one knew where he had gone. He was escorted to the Regional Committee camp prior to onward despatch to HQ MCP in north Malaya. There he was introduced to Ah Fat, the comrade from the Central Committee, responsible for taking him north. Hinlea could never know that Captain Rance knew Ah Fat. A few days after they had started off, Hinlea correctly suspected Ah Fat of planting a gizmo in the radio set that the Political Commissar of the Negri Sembilan Regional Committee, who was in charge of the escort party taking him on the first ‘leg’ of his journey, was linked to a tracking Auster aircraft. He was also ignorant until just before he was killed in the jungle that Rance was bilingual in Chinese and a proficient ventriloquist, so he never passed that on to his anticipated future wife. She too did not know about those attributes, did not know Rance’s name nor did she recognise him.
 The operation to re-capture Hinlea had only been the total success it was because of some brilliant detective work by Captain Jason Rance, who, by using his Chinese language skills, had discovered his till-then secret destination and equally brilliant work when he and a four-man team, with superb tracking and fieldcraft skills, had successfully caught up with the absconding guerrilla group taking him to the Central Committee, a few week’s hazardous journey away in north Malaya. After a fierce fire fight Hinlea and several guerrillas had been killed. Those remaining had surrendered to Rance, saying they were ready to serve under him against other guerrillas if he so wished them to. The forward elements of the guerrilla escort group, clearing the way for Hinlea and his escort, had been ambushed by the main part of the battalion farther on. In all it was an operation perfectly carried out. The fact that Captain Jason Rance and his four-man follow-up team were responsible for Hinlea’s death – it was actually Rifleman Kulbahadur Limbu who had shot and killed Hinlea when he had been about to kill Rance – was thought to be a watertight secret. But what secret is watertight forever?
  
 ***
  
 The taxi-girl Hinlea most used for pleasure, Fong Chui Wan, better known as Siu Tse, was born in 1920 in a squatter area behind Bhutan Estate, not all that far southwest from Seremban. Her childhood was the same as in many other poor Chinese families, a struggle to make ends meet. Her father had come from south China to work on the rubber estates but during the ’20s and ’30s the price of rubber had fallen through the floor; life was so bad he cursed himself for ever leaving China but he could not go back. He was lucky to find work in a timber concession in a government forest reserve so made ends meet – just. He even managed to get his children some basic schooling. His favourite daughter was Fong Chui Wan. As she grew up she became pert, petite and pretty enough to be attractive to young men. One of the things she found she loved and was good at was climbing trees. When she played ‘hide and seek’ with her playmates she often hid up trees which meant she was never found. It was that that gave her a taste for winning and confidence to walk where trees were. There were a lot in the area where she lived.
 By April 1938, at 18 years of age, she knew she was ripe enough to have to be careful of straying too far from home by herself. Daytime was considered safe enough but nights, never. There was talk of some bad men who ‘did things’ to young girls they came across in the jungle. There was, apparently, one particularly savage one who was recognised by having one eyebrow higher than the other, a face that looked almost like a pig’s, with a sour mouth and who was known for his perpetual bad breath. In the police books, rudimentary as they were, he was listed as Chen Man Yee.
 One day Chui Wan was sent on an errand by her mother, ‘you have to be quick as this is important so go the short route through that corner of jungle. There’ll be no risk as it is daylight and if you see any wild animal you can always climb a tree. You’re so good at that aren’t you?’
 ’Yes I am,’ she said, but even so she hesitated to obey her mother, something most unusual. ‘Mother, I am worried by those bad men I’ve heard about.’
 ‘Nonsense, child. That’s girls’ talk. You’ll be quite safe as it is daylight and there’s a track.’
 Off she went, not really convinced, but her mother had somewhat mollified her. She was about halfway down the narrow track running through thick jungle when suddenly she was grabbed by two men. Before she could scream a hand clamped her mouth, the ring on one finger scratching her cheek and drawing blood. The men dragged her away to the edge of a patch of open ground where someone had, a long time ago, built a small shrine by a well, now dried out, with crumbling side walls. She managed to get her mouth free by biting the hand over it and screamed shrilly as she resisted as bitterly as she could – but to no avail. If I had known and had time enough I’d have hidden up a tree flashed though her mind in the middle of her abject fear. She was wearing a samfoo, comprising a brown cotton top and pyjama-type trousers, also coloured brown, and one of the men lifted her legs and easily pulled them down before he tried to mount her. She kept her legs tightly closed but he was rough with her. The thongs she wore on her feet slipped off. To keep her quiet the second man sat on her head.
  
 ***
  
 That very same day a 16-year-old good-looking English boy with fair hair and blue eyes named Jason Rance had gone to Bhutan Estate to visit a Gurkha friend he had met in the previous school holidays. Jason lived about sixty miles or so away in Kuala Lumpur and, with his Chinese friend, Ah Fat, used to go to Sepang, a village to the southwest of Seremban, and then on to Bhutan Estate which had a Nepali labour force, during the holidays. There just the pair of them or with the Nepali boys from Bhutan Estate, they went and tracked each other through the jungle. On this occasion Ah Fat could not go with him so Jason was allowed to go on his own. He met up with his friend with whom he was to spend the night and they went to see a shaman who had come from Darjeeling,[3] armed with some unhusked rice and a ten-dollar note. The shaman was old, rheumy-eyed and long-haired with a wispy grey beard and exuded an aura of authority. Jason was shown a board, not much bigger that a child’s school slate and now wiped clean from the last occurrence, and the shaman covered it with fine dust. Jason was told where to put the rice on it. He also placed his ten Straits dollars on the ground beside the board and was bidden to sit. The old man started by putting his liver-spotted, grave-marked hands in the rice, feeling it, lifting some and letting it fall, and gently kneading it. He asked Jason his name and age, all the while staring hard at the young English boy, forcing eye contact. Picking up a stick he started drawing lines on the heaped rice, seemingly at random, scrutinising the grains carefully.
 This shaman told young Jason that seven men would try to kill him, but not all at once and over a period of a few years. That worried him so the two boys left and the Gurkha invited Jason back home. ‘I’d like to think over what I was told,’ he said. ‘Let me go for a walk by myself to clear my thoughts.’
 ‘Fine by me. Come back before dark as you might lose your way.’ Just as Jason was about to set off his friend said, ‘take my khukri; never know when you might meet a leopard. He looked up at the sky and saw some menacing dark clouds. ‘Here, take my umbrella too,’ and he went into the house, brought it out and handed it over. It was the wax-covered canvas Malayan type with wooden rods.
 Jason gratefully took them both, thanking his friend for his forethought, carrying the umbrella in one hand. Wearing a white shirt and grey slacks, with a pair of canvas shoes on his feet, he walked slowly towards the jungle. He made his way to where he knew it was quiet and he could mull over what he had been told earlier on, to a patch of open ground where someone had, a long time ago, built a small shrine by a well. As he was nearing it he heard shrill screams and a man’s voice, followed by the sound of a heavy smack. Without a second thought he quickly and quietly went to investigate. What he saw on the far side of the clearing, not far from the edge, were two Chinese men, dressed like any worker on a rubber estate and a young Chinese woman. One man slapped her hard in the face, threw her to the ground and sat on her head, muffling her cries while the other groped at her underwear.
 The instinct for survival, on the girl’s behalf, overwhelmed him. I simply must save her, come what may. It was the first time ever he had witnessed such brutality and it instinctively overwhelmed him.
 Before deciding quite what to do and while still out of sight he saw a third Chinese man, armed with a crowbar, emerge from the far side of the small clearing, unobserved by either man engaged with the girl. Creeping up behind the man sitting on the girl’s head the new arrival smashed his crowbar down on his skull. The man collapsed, sprinkling blood over the other one and knocking him off the girl. The second perpetrator managed to get up, pushed the attacker to one side and closed with him to prevent any more swinging arm movement. The attacker was quicker and deftly slipped a knife out of his pocket and stabbed his adversary in the throat. Blood gushed over the dead man lying on the girl, not on the girl herself. The man with the knife looked around and saw nobody. He went over to the man he had first killed and, lifting him up over his shoulder, took him to the well and dropped him inside. He came back and did the same to the other corpse. By then his clothes were truly blood-stained.
 During this time Jason made a quick detour through the trees to get as near the girl as possible. The killer had left his knife near the well, came back empty-handed and, grinning fiendishly, took down his trousers, ready to lower his rampant self onto the girl.
 Chui Wan, already paralysed by fear, looked up and saw an ugly, wicked, pig-like face looming over her. It had one eyebrow higher than the other giving it a sardonic and quizzical leer. His bad breath overpowered her. She fainted.
 Jason, hidden and unseen, remembered the most vicious curse in Chinese that Ah Fat had taught him and, making his voice come from behind the man’s head, he spat out ‘Get away from that girl. Ch’uan jia chan!’ – may your entire family be wiped out. In ancient days a punished man’s entire family would be wiped out and even in modern times hearing it induced such fear that often no counter-reaction was shown.
 The man, almost stunned by shock, looked behind him but saw no one. Jason repeated the oath and it really did seem that the voice came from one of the men he had killed but whose corpse was no longer there. From the undergrowth Jason saw the man’s ugly face clearly. Easy to recognise again! The man, stood up, tried to move forward and fell over, bursting his nose on the ground, having forgotten to do up his trousers. He stood up again, shakily, and re-arranged his trousers properly. As if without thinking, he muttered ‘ghosts, ghosts, I must get away and never come back.’ He scuttled away though the jungle, Jason listening until silence replaced the noise.
 Going over to the girl, he saw her eyes flutter open so he gently lifted her up to put her undergarments and trousers back on. Still thinking she was about to be raped, she squirmed helplessly, moaning, ‘no, no.’ He saw that her face was red where it had been brutally slapped and a ring on the slapper’s finger had scratched her cheek and drawn blood.
  ‘I’m a friend. I am rescuing you,’ Jason, answered softly in Chinese as he gently helped her to his feet. He gently patted the dirt off her back and buttocks with his hand. She thanked him, not having realised how dirty she had been from lying on the ground, luckily dry enough to be easily brushed off.
 ‘Oh, my face hurts.’ She put her hand up to it, touched her cheek and winced. She withdrew her hand and saw blood on it.
 Jason carefully dabbed the blood off her cheek with his handkerchief. It was rimmed in blue, a fad of his mother’s who did not like sharing handkerchiefs. Hers had a green rim and her husband’s were red. The girl flinched. ‘Sorry if I hurt you,’ he crooned consolingly. ‘When we get to a stream I’ll help you wash your face clean.’ He had no intention of letting her find out what was in the well.
 She looked at him, eyes brimming with tears of gratitude now she knew she was with someone ready to look after her kindly. Her heart was too full to say anything. She was still unbalanced by her sudden rescue – and by such a good-looking lad.
 ‘Let’s get away from this place. Can you walk? I’ll help you. If so, let’s move off, slowly, and find a stream to wash your face.’ Jason smiled as he encouraged her.
 Before they moved off the girl tried to tidy herself and Jason went to retrieve his umbrella.
 She took a couple of hesitant steps then stopped. She had not been raped, only roughly handled but nevertheless it was painful for her to walk, even slowly.
 ‘Yes, with your help I can manage,’ she whimpered, pointing out the way she wanted to go. She said nothing as she bit by bit came back to her senses.
 They slowly moved off, Jason with one arm round her shoulders and her hand in his. When they came to a stream they stopped and he carefully bathed her cheek for her with his handkerchief. ‘Hold the handkerchief against your face for a bit. It will stop it bleeding.’
 ‘Where did those dreadful men go to?’ she asked, looking behind her as though they were following her.
 ‘I severely cursed them and they ran away,’ he dissembled. She did not ask him what his curse was. In any case what he was saying hardly made sense to her in her disturbed state of mind. Jason did not elaborate.
 ‘Will they come back again?’ she asked with a shudder.
 ‘No, there’s no worry about that.’
 They reached the edge of the jungle. She stopped. ‘I must sit down a while,’ she said. 
 Jason let go of her hand, took his arm from round her shoulder and said, ‘let’s sit on that log under that big tree for as long as it takes for you to get your strength back.’
 ‘If I had known what was going to happen to me I’d have climbed a tree,’ she said, looking at him as they sat down. ‘I’m a good tree climber.’
 That struck him as an unusual activity for any girl. ‘I am sure you are. Good, now let’s be good log-sitters,’ he grinned back at her as they wriggled themselves comfortable. It started to rain. Jason opened his umbrella over both of them, thanking his friend’s foresight. Malayan umbrellas are not wide so they had to sit close together not to get wet. Putting his free arm around her to keep her as dry as possible as well as calming her nerves, he looked down at her face as she looked up at his. Warm smiles matched each other. He decided to sing her a song he’d learnt from Ah Fat, based on the lullaby, Bright Moonlight, changing the words from boy to girl and improvising where necessary. Looking into her eyes, he sang:
  
 The sun shines its bright light on the hill,
 Bright Virtue, be good and go back home to bed,
 For tomorrow morning mummy has to rush to plant seedlings,
 And grandpa has to go up the hills to tend cattle.
 Bright Virtue, will you grow up quickly,
 To help grandpa tend cattle and sheep?
 The sun shines its bright light on the hill,
 Bright Virtue, be good and go back home.
  
 It was a virtuoso performance, something she had never expected nor ever heard before. Returning his gaze she hugged him tightly, head nestling into his chest, her breath shortening as tears gushed. Jason, having no sisters so not used to such behaviour, reacted by cuddling her as his mother had cuddled him when he had been hurt as a small boy. He took his handkerchief out of her hand and dabbed her eyes with one dry corner of it.
 ‘You called me Bright Virtue,’ she said, smiling shyly as she looked at him and saw someone she couldn’t take her eyes off. There was something compelling in his youthful good looks. If only I was able to get to know him better and, who knows … The thought of what hateful thing had nearly but not quite happened to her earlier on was overtaken by its opposite, so taken was she. She was still not quite herself but happily cuddled up to him, putting one arm around him. Saying nothing as the rain was noisy on the umbrella, they sat silent till the rain eased off. Then she turned fully towards him and, taking his face in both hands, kissed him, slowly at first, then fervently. Jason had no option but to respond likewise, natural for both youngsters.
 ‘Tell me your name,’ she asked him shyly.
 Instinct came to Jason’s rescue. ‘Just call me Shandong P’aau’ – Southern Mountain Cannon – ‘as I was strong enough to rescue you. And tell me yours.’
 ‘I never use my name so people call me Siu Tse.’ Siu Tse, Little Miss.
 ‘Siu Tse, are you strong enough to go back home by yourself?’
 Yes, she was. ‘Where will you go, Shandong P’aau?’
 ‘Oh, Bright Virtue, I’ll find somewhere.’
 She seemed to have forgotten why she had gone to the jungle in the first place. ‘Will you take me home?’ she asked shyly, not really wanting him to leave her.
 Jason, without hesitation but kindly, told her he would not have the time to go so far.
 ‘Will we meet again?’
 Jason answered by quoting a short Chinese saying to her: ‘Yau T’in pat yau yan’ – It’s up to heaven, not up to man. ‘The rain has stopped and we’d better make a move.’ She seemed unaware that an English (whom she presumed he was) man was talking Chinese to her. ‘Go home now and don’t come this way again by yourself.’
 ‘Can I keep this handkerchief as a lucky charm? As a keepsake?’
 He did not answer immediately.
 ‘Oh please, please.’
 ‘Very well then, if that’s what you want,’ he said helping her to her feet. 
 She smiled her thanks. ‘I have nothing to give to you.’
 ‘Oh, there’s no need to worry about that.’
 They parted. Once she looked back at him, heart heavy and feelings mixed. She wondered what her mother would say about her bruised cheek. She washed the blood-stained handkerchief before she reached home, knowing blood stained quickly but the stain could be got out with cold water. In fact she was unable to completely take the stains out but only then did its blue border strike her. As handkerchiefs were not part of her or her mother’s belongings she had not seen that sort before. My keepsake! There and then she decided that only if she kept it with her would she be safe as her mother would be too inquisitive if she showed it to her.
 Her mother saw her swollen and cut cheek and asked what had happened. Her daughter took a side step from the truth and said that a stranger had hit her when he had met her on the path through the jungle and tried to be ‘familiar with me so I kicked him hard on the shin and in return I got this in my face. I came straight back home as I was afraid to go any farther alone.’ Had she mentioned any fumbling ‘down there’ her mother would suspect that she had lost her virginity and problems galore would follow. She had expected her mother to say that it had taken a long time to come back home just for that but luckily no such query was asked.
 Her mother accepted her tale, shaking her head at such a narrow escape. She went to lie down on her bed, looking back in her mind’s eye the whole ghastly few minutes before that good-looking young saviour came. I’ll never be able to thank him properly. Will I ever meet him again? she thought with a little prickle of lust ‘down below’ as she drifted off to sleep.
  
 ***
  
 On his return, Jason gave the khukri and the by-now dry brolly back to the owner. ‘I didn’t need to use the khukri but the umbrella came in very useful.’
 ‘Enjoy your walk?’ his friend asked him.
 ‘Yes, it gave me a lot to think about.’ His friend, thinking he was talking about the shaman’s prophesy, did not want to probe so asked for no details. Jason was glad to get on the bus on the morrow and even gladder to get back home in Kuala Lumpur later in the day.
 ‘Did you have an enjoyable time?’ his parents asked him. ‘You look just a little bit tired for only one night away.’
 He took his time to answer. ‘No mother, not tired. My stay was more fascinating than enjoyable, you might say, yet I am glad I went. I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.’
 ‘That’s good, dear. Go and have a shower before your tea,’ said his mother with a smile. He was glad she had not asked him where his handkerchief was. As he lay in bed before dropping off to sleep he played the whole business over in his mind, as he had also done in his friend’s house. I doubt I’ll ever forget what happened … yes, she did seem grateful for what I managed to do for her … I doubt I’ll ever forget her … I wonder for how long she’ll remember me?
  
 ***
  
 Red ants, with huge nests in the banyan tree by the once-wet well and attracted by the smell of blood had eaten so much flesh within twenty-four hours the two corpses were unrecognisable; it took the clothes longer to rot so when the two ragged skeletons were eventually found many years later nobody bothered to report the matter to the police so they could still be there. Certainly neither Jason Rance nor Fong Chui Wan ever mentioned it again, for different but obvious reasons. 
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