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PART ONE

The Bat


1

The Fosters, Hugh and Kristy, both at the mid-seasonal age of thirty-five, journeyed to Al-Bustan on the Thursday boat. The other Englishman on board exchanged a glance with Hugh then turned his back on him. Hugh, newly appointed to the Al-Bustan government service, decided that this man was also an official. Seeing in his classical, bearded face a romantic father image, Hugh was attracted to him but too nervous to approach him. The voyage had lasted five hours and during that time the two men had remained apart.

Kristy, who had perched herself on the cover of the companionway, was in no state to approach anyone. She was untidy and felt exhausted. They had flown, via Paris, from London to Nairobi, then risen at dawn to catch the early plane to Réunion, that being the only one that connected with the boat. Of course, the whole journey could have been done in a more leisurely fashion. They could have spent a few days in Nairobi. At Réunion, had they waited, they might have been picked up by the inter-island helicopter: but the helicopter was unreliable and Hugh would not risk it. Harassed by the need to know the worst about his new job, he had resented even their five hours of sleep in the Nairobi airport hotel.

For ten years Hugh had been a writer of film-scripts, working when he chose to work, which was every day and all day, and seeing himself a free man. Like other script-writers known to him, he could not say exactly what had happened, but, at a time when a whole new generation of effective, ambitious young men was making itself noticed, he found his work disappearing from under him. He could not, as he usually did, expect to pay this year’s income-tax out of next year’s earnings because it seemed there would be no earnings. So here he was, obliged to attend an office at fixed hours and be answerable to other men.

Every stop on the route suggested to him that he seize the chance to fly back home again so, to counter his panic, he insisted on haste. Away from his friends, he began to feel isolated in misfortune; the more isolated because Kristy did not depend on his success. She had her own career as a writer and, if need be, could keep herself. While it seemed to him that the ten years of their marriage had gone down in nothingness, she could account for their every minute. She had preserved them in her novels.

Looking up at her where she sat with her black hair limp from the heat, her face white in the glowing pallor of the light, he could see she was tired out: but, for all that, he could imagine her mind still working away like an eccentric wheel.

Hugh knew he should have been glad that Kristy had chosen to come with him, but he was not glad. He never knew what she would do or say next. Her outspokenness had gone down well enough among their London friends but would it go down on Al-Bustan? He would have preferred to face this new life without the worry of her. And she, if she had to spend her time writing, could do it as well at home. He looked away from her, knowing that their marriage, begun in love, was breaking up in rivalry and discontent.

The island should have been in sight by now but a sea mist blanketed the boat. They were making their way through it at about two knots with the siren braying and other sirens answering. There was nothing to be seen, only the fog enclosing them like a dirty pearl. The decks were littered with baggage and people sprawling on it, asleep from boredom. Families had grouped themselves to pass round saucers of beans or chapattis with curry. The boat reeked of curry but now another smell was beginning to seep through: a sweet, heavy flower smell. The name of Al-Bustan meant The Garden and this was the garden’s scent.

Kristy, bemused by heat and the monotonous drift through opaque haze had forgotten they were going anywhere. She was cogitating a story that did not belong to her: it was Hugh’s story, though he was never likely to write it. It concerned his mother who, at the age Hugh and Kristy had now reached, had committed suicide. Her husband had fallen in love with another woman and the wife could not face life without him. Or, perhaps, she had wanted to spite him; or merely to frighten him. She may have expected him to come back and find her in a coma. But he did not come back: he stayed out all night. It was Hugh who found her, but too late. He had risen at 8 o’clock and, thinking she was asleep, had got his own breakfast and gone to school. When he came back in the late afternoon, she was still asleep. Only she was not asleep: she was dead.

Kristy had kept that story at the back of her mind since first hearing it, not from Hugh – nothing would induce him to speak of it – but from a man who had been his friend at school. She had never gone close to it, thinking it a claustrophobic, incestuous sort of story, not her own. Now, as though the move from its setting had released her inhibition about it, she had begun to consider it. Hugh had been ten when his mother had died in that way. What sort of woman could, for the sake of a faithless husband, abandon a dependent child? And, what was worse, leave him with an ever-present sense of guilt? – for had he tried to waken her when he rose at eight o’clock, he might have been in time to save her.

The guilt she had surmised from a look that came on his face, a furtively defensive look, when someone unwittingly spoke of suicide. What he felt, she imagined, was a peculiar sinking of the heart: and that was something he must suffer for the rest of his life.

Other emotions, too. Chagrin? A sense of unjust deprivation? Grievance, of course. What else? Never quite certain of him, she looked for him among the people on the deck and saw him moving towards the bows. He was a youthful-looking man, not as tall as he would wish to be but with a blunt, kindly face that won people to him. He was, with his fair hair, distinctive among the crowd of dark-haired Arabs and Indians. His hair was his most striking feature. It was of so clear a gold that it looked metallic and, even in this light, flashed as he turned his head. She could see he was making his way, diffidently, but with a purposeful diffidence, towards the Englishman who stood in the fore of the ship. The man, facing out to sea, was unaware of this advance and Hugh, moving in on him, went with the caution of a hunter. Feeling his expectancy, Kristy felt an old irritation: and yet she was sorry for him. She knew she added to his insecurity. Without her, he could adapt to any situation: with her, he was anxious and on edge. In London, they had almost reached the point of separating yet, when she had the choice, she had chosen to accompany him. She did not want to live alone. They were, she thought, both lost children, though neither was ever likely to admit this to the other.

The shape of the island had appeared like a shadow on the fog, and the passengers were stirring and putting their bundles together. Hugh, who had ceased to watch for it, was astonished to see it there. Its size surprised him: it looked more like some dangerous obstacle, a rock or a giant iceberg, than an objective. Having reached the bearded Englishman, he was sufficiently roused to speak: ‘So we’ve got here at last.’

‘We’re an hour late, but fog’s not unusual at this time of the year.’

Encouraged, Hugh introduced himself then realized that the other man had not meant to encourage him. He stared at Hugh with critical and insolent directness, obviously deciding whether or not to waste time on him, and when he spoke at last, he gave his name grudgingly: ‘I’m Simon Hobhouse.’ He looked Hugh up and down then added, in the tone of an examining magistrate: ‘May I ask what you are doing here?’

Hugh did not take offence. Having exalted the man, who was less than ten years his senior, to the paternalistic order, he was able to answer with genial mildness: ‘I’m taking up a temporary job with the government. I’m to monitor the Indian satellite and bring out a news-sheet. The idea is to interest the ministers in world politics; to widen their outlook. At the moment, apparently, they’re all stuck in local affairs.’

Hugh, having done bigger things, could speak lightly of his new job but he did not expect Hobhouse to see it as ludicrous. He was startled when the man threw back his head and shouted: ‘So you’re bringing world politics to Al-Bustan! Oh, my God!’

‘You’re not in the O.C.S.?’

‘I most certainly am not.’ Hobhouse turned, dismissing Hugh, then, on second thoughts, swung round again: ‘Why did you have to come four thousand miles to take a job like that?’

Hugh was about to explain when Hobhouse said: ‘Don’t bother to tell me.’ He pointed to the island: ‘Watch.’

The boat was sliding into the harbour. The sun, that had been out of sight all day, was now appearing; a fireball sinking in a welter of red. The island was taking on colour, first showing as a watery blur of green and gold, then, as though shifted into focus, appearing so immediate and defined that Hugh had the illusion of seeing it through a magnifying glass. Its façade rose almost sheer from the water-front and seemed to overhang the boat. It was covered in greenery. At the water’s edge, there were coconut palms while above, from the harbour right up to the Arab city, vegetation was so crowded that trees and bushes jutted from ledges with roots clinging like fingers. The trees were all burdened with flowers or fruit or nut clusters held in webby bags like the young of spiders. The fruit was so profuse it not only grew on branches but out of tree trunks.

A road wound uphill. Villas stood among gardens and at the top of the island was the Medina, a small unit of pinks and cream, spined with minarets like a hedgehog. Above the city, divided from it by a stretch of grass, was the rock ridge that ran across the island from east to west. Suddenly, as though they had materialized when he was looking elsewhere, Hugh saw that two vast peaks rose from the ridge, forming the apex of a mountain range greater than the Himalayas; a drowned range of which nothing could be seen but this one mountain-top, Al-Bustan.

The sinking sun lit everything with a syrup light, as richly pink as the heart of a pumpkin. Under this light the greens deepened and took on lustre. For a moment the island seemed a mosaic of incandescent stones, olivine, jade and malachite inset with coral, then, in an instant, night came down. Lights appeared. The scene was gone.

Hugh, turning to his companion, found that he, too, had gone. As the boat bumped the quay, a clamour rose among the passengers struggling to be first ashore: but Hobhouse was off before any of them. Hugh could see him making a brisk, independent departure down the gangway, a bag in each hand, a rucksack on his back. There were only two taxis on the quay. He threw his luggage into one of them, sprang in after it and was driven away. Meanwhile the passengers, massed together, were fighting their way down the gangway as porters and safragis fought their way up.

A Nubian in a silk kaftan was the first on deck. He shouted at Hugh: ‘You for Praslin?’

‘No, Daisy Pension.’

The Nubian made a scoffing sound and pushed into the crowd, demanding of any likely person: ‘You for Praslin?’

Hugh could see Kristy still up aloft, gazing down as though too weary to attempt a descent. He called to her and collecting as much of their baggage as he could carry, set out to emulate Simon Hobhouse. He was surrounded at once by jeering porters who snatched the bags from his hands and tossed them down to their confederates below. One bag fell and was caught, giving rise to much laughter, as it was about to slide between ship and quay.

The Praslin safragi, having collected three Kuwati Arabs for his hotel, came down the gangway at Hugh’s heels. As the Fosters put foot on land, they were engulfed in porters who demanded payment, at the same time impeding the Praslin party. The Nubian sternly ordered the porters to one side and told Hugh how to deal with them: ‘You give one rupee each luggage.’ He watched with attentive superiority as Hugh found the money then he asked the onlookers: ‘Where Daisy Pension man?’

Where, indeed! No safragi awaited Hugh and Kristy and the Praslin safragi, contemptuous and pitying, ordered the remaining taxi to take the Fosters to the pension. He then held out his hand: ‘I do you service. You give three rupee.’ Putting the money into the folds of his kaftan, he led his Arabs to a large American car marked: ‘PRASLIN HOTEL, Pride of the Southern Seas.’

Settled into the taxi, the Fosters felt the worst was over.

Hugh said: ‘Thank heaven we know where we’re going,’ and he gazed indulgently out at the lights and crowds and hubbub of the harbour. The taxi, jolting and coughing over the pebbles, did not take wing until it reached the quiet of the upper road. Here the only lights were bulbs strung at intervals among the filmy foliage of the roadside trees. They did not reveal much but they did show Kristy a large white turreted house flying the Union Jack. The same house had been pictured on the Daisy Pension writing-paper and she said: ‘We’ve just passed it.’

The taxi did not stop. Hugh called out: ‘How far to Daisy Pension?’

The driver’s face, dark, with one black eye and one white eye, jerked to his shoulder: ‘Daisy Pension very long time.’

Having been told the pension was just above the harbour, Hugh dared not speak. They came to a circus cut into the cliff where a tall building shone out but offered no help. The driver shouted ‘This place where sultan had great show with horses. No dirty British those times.’ A long white wall ran beside the rising road. When the wall ended, the road became rough and steep and the driver accelerated to take the ascent. Skidding this way and that, the car tore through the branches of unfamiliar trees and came out at last to level ground. Here there were no street lamps and the sky, hazed with heat, gave no light. A vast darkness stretched into the distance but on the right, some half a mile away, there was a glimmer from the Arab city.

‘Medina.’ The driver waved towards it and switched on his headlights. As the car wavered drunkenly about the road, the lights lit a chasm on their left.

Hugh, looking to see if Kristy were aware of their danger, saw she had closed her eyes. He thought she was asleep and he alone. Alone, he could be robbed and murdered and no one would ever know.

But he was not alone and Kristy was not asleep. When he glanced again at her, she had opened her eyes and had turned towards him as he had turned towards her. Realizing she shared his fear, he caught her hand and held to it, and so they sat: feeling united and thankful, in this threatening situation, that each had the other.

The taxi, swinging right, advanced on the Medina, rocking over pot-holes and loose pebbles, and followed a wall until it reached a space where cars were parked about a petrol pump. Here, without a pause, the driver took a turn, too sharply and too fast and Kristy gave a cry and wrung Hugh’s hand. They skidded but stayed upright. With a wild burst of speed, the car returned to the dark road, skirting the chasm with scarcely a yard to spare. In the distance, a long way below, the Fosters could see the lights of the harbour. At last they were down again among lived-in places and their hands fell loose and they lay back, one on each side of the car, too enervated to comment on what had happened. The driver braked, flinging them forward, and they found they had stopped in front of the turreted house that flew the Union Jack.

The front door was thrown open. The figure standing within it was a Nubian, as tall, imposing and richly dressed as the Praslin safragi. His kaftan was of dark blue rep and on his head he wore a round cap crocheted in pink and white silk. As he emerged, Kristy jumped from the taxi and pointed to the driver: ‘This man has taken us all round the island.’

The Nubian’s large eyes seemed to jolt from his head at this accusation. He raised his brows and speaking in Arabic, questioned the driver who replied, making off-hand gestures. The Nubian shrugged and leading Kristy into the pension, said ‘He say yo’ want to see sights. He say yo’ want see Medina.’ Kristy, too tired to argue, asked for the proprietor, a Mrs Gunner.

The Nubian, who with imperious finger movements was ordering some lesser servants to bring in the Fosters’ luggage, said ‘Sayyidah not yet. Here is Akbar,’ he spread a large hand on his chest: ‘Yo’ follow Akbar now.’

Hugh appeared, looking flushed. The room they had entered was large and full of middle-aged men and women. They all stared at the Fosters and the Fosters, weary and travel-worn, saw no friendliness in their faces.

Following Akbar, Kristy paused on the stair that led up from the main room, and said ‘Have we come all this way to meet these old boilers?’

‘For Heaven’s sake, Kristy!’

Akbar, waiting in the corridor above, threw open a door, switched on a light and said ‘Very nice room. Yo’ have balcony, yo’ have bath here, yo’ have desk, ottoman, bed, cupboards. Best room in Daisy Pension.’

‘Why should they give us the best room?’ Kristy asked.

‘Do shut up,’ said Hugh. ‘You’re never grateful for anything.’

Downstairs again, they found the bar had opened and they had ceased to be of interest. The bar, that had been hidden behind an ornamental grille, was now a dazzle with fairy-lights and behind the counter there was a woman who could only be Mrs Gunner. Though less than five foot tall, thin and with the face of a mummified marmoset, she extruded authority and Akbar was her henchman. He stood beside the bar and with a movement of brow or forefinger controlled the half-dozen safragis who, their white kaftans sashed in red and each wearing a fez, carried the drinks on silver trays.

Red, it seemed, was a colour favoured by Mrs Gunner. She herself was in red. The chairs and sofas were covered in bright red haleskin, the curtains were red and at intervals, on an embossed cream paper smudged with gold, gilded cupids held out lights with red plastic shades. It was a very bright room and the brightest thing in it was Mrs Gunner. As she moved, her jerkin and trousers flashed with sequins. She was said to run the best pension in the southern seas and Hugh, observing her with respect, whispered to Kristy ‘Should I introduce myself?’

‘I think you should.’

Approaching her, Hugh saw that Mrs Gunner’s fingernails were as red as her hair, and her arms, bare from the shoulder, were as brown and wrinkled as cinnamon sticks. She was counting change when he came to the bar and she did not look up. After waiting some minutes, he said.

‘Excuse me, Mrs Gunner, I’m Hugh Foster.’

‘Oh, yes!’ she kept her eyes down and her husky Cockney voice expressed no interest at all.

‘We want to thank you for giving us such a nice room.’

‘All the rooms are nice, dear.’ She turned back to her bottles and cash register without having given him a glance and he lamely made his way back to Kristy.

Kristy, in his absence, had seated herself on a sofa between two women. The women, pointedly displeased, looked away from her and Hugh knew she felt, as he did, a sense of social failure. As he reached her, she sprang up and taking his arm, pulled him to an empty corner, breathing fiercely. ‘What do you think? I tried to be friendly. You saw those women? I sat down between them and said “I’m Mrs Foster. Who are you?” and they froze. You’d think I’d insulted them.’

‘They probably heard you call them “boilers”.’

‘Don’t be absurd.’

Depressed, sweating in the humid heat, they sat at the back of the room, not knowing what was expected of them. The only positive emotion they could feel was exasperation with each other, so neither spoke. Beside them was an open doorway covered with a bead curtain. When Hugh lifted the curtain and looked into the garden, several near-by people stirred resentfully, and he let it drop again. A dinner-gong sounded and the others, rising, filed past the Fosters and went out through the curtain. Following the last of them, the Fosters found the garden air as hot and humid as the air of the room. They crossed the lawn to a large square tent which was, they discovered, the dining-room. Akbar placed them obscurely, close to the canvas wall. From where they sat, they could make cautious inspection of the other tables. On every table there was a bowl of fruit and another, smaller, bowl that contained some fragile leaves of lettuce. Mrs Gunner did not come to the tent for her meals. Akbar, presiding alone, stood by the serving-table and, when required, would pull the cork from a wine bottle. His main job, it seemed, was to keep the other safragis busy.

The light bulbs were dim. The canvas, soaked by the rains, gave off a musty smell. Kristy, turning over the tropical fruits in their bowl, said: ‘This is the only encouraging sight I’ve seen here yet.’

Listening to the conversations near enough to be overheard, the Fosters realized that here, as everywhere, the English talked about the weather. The Fosters had been advised that the hot wet season would soon be ending and cooler weather would be on its way. It would become dry but not very dry. Owing to the slant of the island and a quirk of the trade winds, there was rain all the year round. This was thought to be an advantage though they did not know why. The people about them were knowledgeable on this subject.

‘The rains were excellent this year,’ one said.

‘Oh, yes, and very well spaced.’

There was turtle soup, turtle meat fried in coconut oil, sweet potatoes and yams. Those of the guests who had wine on their tables, took no more than a glass each and tightly recorked their bottles. Observing everything, Kristy asked suddenly: ‘What are we doing here?’

‘Do keep your voice down. I have to work with these people. You know why we’re here: we’ve got to pay off our income-tax. And you didn’t have to come.’

‘This climate makes you bad-tempered.’

‘I’m cross for several reasons. To begin with . . . I had to give that taxi-driver five pounds.’

‘You gave him five pounds? You’re mad.’

‘What else could I do? We arrive in a small place where everyone gossips: can I start my career by having a row with a taxi-driver?’

Kristy started to laugh.

Apprehensively, Hugh asked: ‘What now?’

She shook her head and went on laughing, making no noise but shaking helplessly while Hugh looked round to see who was watching. Only one person had noticed her and he smiled when Hugh caught his eye. He glanced away at once but the smile surprised Kristy into sobriety.

The government officers in their suits of khaki drill, the wives all much alike in flowered, sleeveless dresses of unfashionable length, seemed to keep dry by a refrigeration of the will. The newcomer – who had entered late and whose table was close to the Fosters – glistened with sweat and his clothes, too heavy for the climate, were shabby, sweat-stained and, in places, split. Bent over his food, he was still smiling as though he remembered Kristy and her laughter with pleasure. He was so different from the other inmates of the pension that Kristy whispered: ‘A human being!’

He was a man in middle age, of immense size, and his face, with its broad brow and short nose, looked like the face of the sphinx, blunted by blows and attritive time. His faded auburn hair was fine in texture but his skin, coarse-grained and sallow, was like the skin of some large pachyderm. ‘A white rhino,’ Hugh thought, never having seen one. The man, with his broad shoulders and chest, might have been a pugilist had he not had, when the smile faded out, an expression of reflective sadness.

Hugh, having observed him, looked away but Kristy, confident of his interest in them, waited until he glanced their way, then smiled at him. He at once bent towards them, saying ‘I am Ambrose Gunner: not, as people are inclined to think, the husband of Mrs Gunner; merely the son. I keep the books here. I’ve been expecting you.’

‘I’m glad someone was expecting us,’ Kristy said.

‘Did you find Mrs G. abstracted? I fear she is before she’s had something to sustain her. She’s over eighty, you know.’

‘You live here?’ Hugh asked.

‘Not really. I come and go. My father settled here when he retired from the navy. When he was a young man, his ship called in at Al-Bustan on the way to the China station and he was determined that one day he would come back to live here. He bought this house for a song.’ Ambrose Gunner’s voice was light and compelling, a beautiful voice and he was, Hugh felt, presenting it at its most subtle pitch so the Fosters might know that Ambrose Gunner’s true world was not that of the Daisy Pension.

‘So you’re on a visit?’

‘Yes. I’ll be returning to London in a few weeks’ time.’

Hugh sensed an arrogance about the man but Kristy, watching the slight uptilt of Ambrose’s chin, the droop of his eyelids and the defensive set of his delicate mouth, thought him sensitive and vulnerable. They both regretted that he would be leaving so soon.

There was a pause then Ambrose suggested that they take their coffee together in the main room. This arrangement made, the tension of their mutual curiosity subsided, and the Fosters left Ambrose to finish his supper alone.

Out in the garden, they stopped, startled by the change in the exterior scene. The sky had cleared and they saw, for the first time, the unfamiliar stars of the southern hemisphere. The sky was indigo, of a glassy clarity; and the stars so large they seemed to be rushing towards the earth, pulsing and scintillating as they came, and casting a bluish twilight over the garden. In this uncertain light, the trees seemed monstrously tall and the fruit-bats, sweeping from tree to tree, as large as pterodactyls.

The air whined and wheezed and clicked and creaked with night creatures. Under all the noises was the steady sibilation of the cigalas. Small grey objects sat on the lawn like a concourse of mushrooms and some of the noise came from them. Moving cautiously forward, the Fosters saw they were frogs, their moving throats glinting in the starlight and giving out a unison of croaks.

Kristy, putting her hand under Hugh’s arm, said ‘The isle is full of wonders’ and felt, when they went indoors, that the room looked more like home. Mrs Gunner appeared through a door near the bar and moving with an unsteady swagger, clanged the grille open and shouted: ‘It’s m’birfday.’

A small, moustached man, pink and bristling like a shrimp, took this up flirtatiously: ‘Not your birthday again, Mrs G.?’

Humorously belligerent, Mrs Gunner said: ‘I suppose I can have another birfday if I want, can’t I?’

The guests were quick to agree and several of the men invited her to take a drink.

The Fosters, outside the circle of jocularity, seated themselves where they had sat before and waited for Ambrose. Near them another room, entered through a glass door, ran at an angle to the main room. Though it was unlit, it sparkled for it was a glass room and the harbour lights shone through it. When Ambrose joined them, Kristy asked why there should be a conservatory on an island that was itself a conservatory.

‘That,’ said Ambrose, ‘is the Lettuce Room – where Mrs G. grows lettuce. She’ll tell you that the Daisy is “a little bit of England on the Equator” and what would England be without lettuces?’

As he sat down, Hugh was aware of an observant shuffle among their neighbours. From glances received, he could guess that, despite Ambrose’s impressive bulk and air of intellectual and social superiority, he was not approved. Hugh, knowing that unpopularity was a catching condition, felt uneasy, remembering his first term at school, when, coming in late on a row between two older boys, he had been ordered to choose whose side he was on. In his innocence, he had chosen the wrong boy then obstinately refused to repudiate him. That tormented year as follower of the outcast had, Hugh felt, set a pattern for his whole future. He was perforce a nonconformist and still did not know whether nature or circumstances prevented him from conforming. But there it was! In a strange place where they knew no one, Ambrose alone had welcomed them and Hugh was again on the wrong side.

Ambrose was eager to know exactly where the Fosters had lived in London. Kristy was telling him that they had lived at Beaufort Street. They had had a large, costly, leasehold flat that had been no asset when their money ran out.

‘The lease was nearly at an end and the owner said he wanted the place for himself. Not true, of course: but it meant we had nothing to sell or let, and we had to store our furniture.’

Unaware of the misfortune contained in these facts, Ambrose said longingly: ‘Chelsea! My old stamping ground. My place was off the Fulham Road. Did you drink at the Birdie?’

Kristy shook her head, not caring to admit that they had drunk, much too expensively, at a Curzon Street club frequented by film people. It was too early to confide all their follies but Ambrose was so much part of their social scene, she could tell him of her encounter with the two women on the sofa. The same women were back on the same sofa and Ambrose viewed them through oblique eyes.

‘How did I offend them?’ Kristy asked.

‘Ah! They’re very important ladies. The thin, gingery, sharp-nosed one is Mrs Axelrod, leader of Daisy thought. The soft, silly-looking one is her stooge, Mrs Prince. Their husbands are ‘Superscale’ and you must understand that no one not Superscale can speak to a Superscale lady unless first spoken to.’

‘You’re joking!’

‘No, I assure you.’ Ambrose turned to Hugh: ‘Where do you come in the service hierarchy?’ Hugh did not know and Ambrose said ‘You must look up your contract. It will tell you when you may speak and to whom, which parties you have a right to attend and, should you give a party yourself, whom you are obliged to invite. This and much else is implicit in your code.’

Kristy said: ‘I can’t believe it. How could people tolerate such restrictive snobbery?’

‘Tolerate it? They live by it. They’re displaced persons. Without service conventions, they wouldn’t know how to behave.’

‘Surely the young . . . ?’

‘But there are no young. It’s a dying service. You’re the youngest people here. I’m afraid you’ve come the wrong way on the time machine and you’ll find you’re back in pre-war days. If you want to be accepted, you must respect the rules.’

‘I never respect rules.’

‘You’ll get used to them.’

‘But will they get used to me?’

Ambrose laughed uncertainly, not knowing what government society would make of a young woman as rash as Kristy Foster.

Hugh said: ‘But we’re not limited to these people. Surely there are others around? I met a man on the boat called Hobhouse.’

‘Hobhouse?’ Ambrose, who had been urbane as a giver of information, frowned now, much ruffled: ‘Is that one back?’ He began to rise as though Hobhouse were a contagion and he in danger from it.

Hugh, holding to him, said: ‘Don’t go. Tell us about Hobhouse. Who is he? What does he do?’

‘He’s mad. He’s a medical man without a practice. A sort of amateur scientist who despises money yet has private means. He’s full of nonsense – and vicious. An impossible person.’

Disconcerted, Hugh said: ‘I rather liked him.’

‘I thought you did,’ Kristy spoke sharply then, pretending more amusement than she felt, said teasingly: ‘In fact, I rather thought you’d fallen for him.’ She explained to Ambrose as though making light of the situation: ‘The fact is, Hugh doesn’t trust women. What he really wants is a man friend: an ideal friend. A hero.’

Ambrose was not amused and did not pretend to be. He said in a remote and lofty tone: ‘I doubt whether Hobhouse would suit his book. That one doesn’t want friends.’

Kristy, knowing they had upset Ambrose, felt too tired to improve matters and took herself to bed.

Ambrose, though still put out, sat on. In the same remote and lofty tone, he asked what Hugh had done before joining the service. On hearing he had once been a writer and then a script-writer, Ambrose relaxed and said with enthusiasm: ‘We have a great deal in common. I, too, belonged to the literary scene. And I often felt the urge to write, but did not.’

‘Why was that?’

‘I’m so self-critical,’ Ambrose sighed. He pondered his condition for several moments, then added: ‘But I was in publishing. And I have reviewed novels. I had a regular column once. I think I can truthfully say I was an influence, even a power. I’ve a friend I’d like you to meet. Would you feel like strolling down to the harbour for a drink?’

Hugh felt more like following Kristy to bed but, relieved by Ambrose’s returned spirits, said: ‘If we don’t stay long.’

‘One drink,’ Ambrose promised, ‘only one drink.’
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In the open air, Hugh was ravished by the night scents of the island. He asked: ‘What scent is that?’

Ambrose sniffed vaguely: ‘Probably jasmine. It’s all over the place. But do tell me why you, a script-writer, wanted to come to a place like this?’

‘My script-writing career collapsed. I had to get a job.’

Ambrose murmured his sympathy: ‘I, too, was let down. I, too, helped the wrong people.’

‘No.’ Hugh did not wish to be misunderstood: ‘No one let me down. The bottom fell out of the film-industry. Suddenly – or so it seemed. Chaps like me were doing all right so when the final collapse came, none of us was prepared for it.’

‘You had nothing saved?’

‘Not much, I’m afraid. We lived like everyone else. You had to show up at expensive clubs and restaurants or you were counted out. And we had a heavy insurance so Kristy would have something if . . . and, of course, income-tax. Our only asset was an Aston Martin and when I got this job, we sold the car to buy tropical kit.’

‘But this collapse of the film-industry! How did it happen?’

‘I wish I knew. I’d been asked to write the script for a big film – a “super colossal film”, as they used to say – based on the “Pilgrim’s Progress”. I was seeing my agent to sign the contract when he rang and said there would be a few days’ delay: the company saw a change coming and had decided to secure the money before going ahead. I waited. A fortnight later I was told they intended borrowing from other companies, then that they were trying to get the cash in the city, then that they were approaching private investors. A couple of months went by. My agent was optimistic: he thought a money shortage was no bad thing. He said “the industry’s riddled with hangers-on, scroungers, chaps on the fiddle. This’ll sort the men from the boys.” Meanwhile, we were living on capital. After about three months of this, my agent stopped telephoning. When I rang him, he didn’t know what to say. He told me to wait – but one can’t wait for ever.’

Hugh paused, unable to describe the final indignity that had brought him to Al-Bustan. He had gone to the club, the worthlessly expensive place in Curzon Street, thinking that someone must see him and offer him a job. When he entered the dining-room there were a dozen or more men known to him, all in the same position, all there with the same idea, all caught in the same despairing fantasy. They had looked up hopefully and seeing him, had looked away.

‘Some of them moved to television but the work’s sporadic and the rewards small. Besides, I wanted to get away. A new environment, a different part of the world. Something to revive me. I knew someone at the Foreign Office and he offered me this.’

‘There are worse places.’ Ambrose, nodding his understanding, lifted his large, moist face into the white light of the risen moon: ‘And the film world will pick up.’

‘In time, yes, but it will never be the same. Younger men were coming in and now they’re working for peanuts. The good days are over.’

‘I may say,’ Ambrose’s small voice became confidingly smaller: ‘This chap we’re seeing down here: he’s extremely well heeled. There’s no knowing! If he takes a fancy to you, he could put you back on your feet.’

Hugh laughed. He did not know how any one person could put him back where he once was, but Ambrose was convincing and Hugh, for no reason at all, began looking about him with a new excitement. He ceased to see his job as a pending prison of office routine. It was temporary. It would tide him over into better times. Meanwhile he could enjoy the equatorial sky, the shadows of the pepper trees black, like black ostrich feathers, on the white sandy road, the white distant shore where the Indian Ocean, again and again and again, rolled in with a long curling wave. Elated, he bent down and sifted the sand through his fingers.

‘What is this?’

‘Coral. Everything here is coral. They make it into blocks for building. The villas are built of coral, so are the Government Offices, the Praslin, all the new buildings. The others, like the Daisy, are adobe.’ Ambrose smiled at Hugh’s wonder but to him the island was a commonplace: his mind was elsewhere. ‘This chap we’re seeing’s called Lomax. I think you’ll like him. He’s a bit spoilt by his money, of course. To people like us – intellectuals from the great world – ownership of cash is not, in itself, admirable. But here,’ his voice dropped impressively, ‘it cuts a lot of ice.’

‘Is he a native of Al-Bustan?’

‘No, no. Oh, dear me, no. God knows what he’s native of. He lives at the Praslin, calls it his “home from home” but I doubt if he has any other.’

Walking downhill with flat-footed dignity, Ambrose swayed under his own weight. His jacket was too tight to meet across his belly which stood out some distance in front of him. Hugh was surprised to find, when they stood together, that he and Ambrose were much of a height. Sitting, Ambrose looked enormous. On his feet, with his vast shoulders and chest, he gave the impression of a giant dwarf or dwarf giant, and Hugh was less overawed by his bulk. Still, as he walked with head thrown back, the wind sweeping his fine hair this way and that, the street lights illuming the rubbery mounds and runnels of his face, his appearance was grandiose.

At the bottom of the hill, he was becoming breathless. He gasped: ‘I have a little project in which Lomax is interested. I’ll tell you later. I know you’ll keep it under your hat.’

Flattered by this trust in his discretion, Hugh felt he had already made a friend.

The road opened on to the broad, cobbled area of the harbour. The shops here were brilliant and busy and young men were out walking in the night breeze. Some of the men were Indian; others were of no certain race but made up for their indefinite skin colouring with patterned shirts and western trousers, all in the most definite colours they could find. Ambrose pointed to the largest of the shops, a balconied, embellished wooden structure, like a rambling lop-sided Swiss chalet, and said ‘Aly’s. That’s where Mrs G. buys the bacon. Great shop; sells everything. There’s a hairdressing establishment upstairs where the Daisy girls get their hair done.’

Through all of Aly’s lighted windows, Hugh could see the movements of customers: Indians, Arabs and Mulattos, but mostly Indians. He asked if the harbour were an Indian quarter.

‘More or less. The Indian shopkeepers drove the Arabs out and the blacks can’t compete. Africans give credit to all their relatives then wonder why they don’t make a profit. The Arabs aren’t much better but they still own the cafés.’

There were three or four cafés and the chairs and tables, mingling and covering the cobbles on either side of the road, reached out to the verge of the quay. The Arab customers lolled on the chairs, whiling away the hours before empty coffee cups. The more energetic played trictrac or ran their fingers over their amber worry beads. Hugh, following Ambrose among the tables, met here and there a sleepy stare and thought the Arabs too long defeated to care who held the island that had once been theirs. Then a voice spoke quietly behind him: ‘Go home, Englishman.’ Hugh turned but the faces he saw expressed nothing.

‘Was that meant for us?’

‘Possibly. There are, I suppose, troublemakers here but the Arabs, on the whole, are charming. Now, here we are at our little pleasure spot.’

A few doors from Aly’s there was a brick building that looked like a nonconformist chapel. It had been built, Ambrose explained, by the Wesleyans but converts had been few and, in the end, the missionaries had to sell up. Now the arched entablature carried a neon sign that said: GURGUR’S GIRLS.

The manager, a sad-looking Malay, intercepted Ambrose in the hall and in an awed voice told him that Mr Lomax had telephoned to book them a banquette. He led them into the club where tables, topped with yellow plastic, stood round a dance-floor and the banquettes, scalloped round the walls, were covered with dirty yellow velvet. Lomax’s booking had not been necessary: the banquettes were all unoccupied.

The lights were masked with Chinese lanterns but nothing, not even the musak, played at top pitch, could dispel the aura of Gothic vaulting and pitch-pine walls. The air was chilly and Hugh started to sneeze.

‘It is a bit over-conditioned,’ Ambrose apologized, ‘but I like it. One can take a drink without loss of body fluids. Bit empty, isn’t it. Still, early yet.’ He ordered whisky to be charged to Lomax’s account.

The other patrons were five young men sprawled over a table at the edge of the dance floor. As soon as they saw Hugh, they sat up and gazed at him as though his appearance confounded them. They took in the cut of his silk jacket made by a Maddox Street tailor, the line of his shoes, the set of his shirt and tie, and the length of his fair hair that curled into the nape of his neck, and then, putting their heads together, they discussed him anxiously. Hugh, disliking this attention, frowned. When they started to shout above the howl of the musak, slapping each other on the back and saying ‘How are you, old bean?’ and ‘What’ll you have, old top?’ he became red and said, ‘They’re laughing at me.’

‘Au contraire. They’re impressed by you. They had thought themselves the height of Western elegance until they saw you. You dress with a difference. They want to be like you.’

‘But that out-of-date slang!’

‘Everything’s out of date here. Change begins at the centre. It takes a long time to reach us.’

‘What are they? Arabs?’

‘Gracious me, no. No pure-bred Moslem or Hindu would be seen in this place. They’re mixed breeds. Some pass for white and some for black, but they suffer the abject humility of belonging to no tribe or race.’

‘I imagine they’re a problem?’

‘Far from it. They manage the plantations and they’re the government’s most loyal supporters.’

The whiskies, when they came, were the largest Hugh had ever seen. He decided that one would be enough for him. When Ambrose downed his glass and ordered another round, Hugh said he could drink no more.

‘Come now! When do you most need a drink? When you’ve just had one. And don’t worry about our host: he can afford it.’

‘How did he make his money?’

‘God knows. How does that sort of man make money? I wish I knew. He’s a money man: he bets on certainties. But – and this one must admire – he will take a gamble for the good of his soul.’

The particular complacency with which Ambrose spoke made Hugh laugh: ‘I take it you’re referring to your project?’

‘Well, yes.’ Ambrose’s large, sad brown eyes fixed themselves on Hugh: ‘I would like to describe it to you but I’m afraid . . . you will think it fantastic. You’ll treat it with derision.’

‘I won’t, I promise you.’

Ambrose considered the project with solemn face then spoke as one launching into a life story: ‘This island, I suppose you know, was uninhabited before the pirates turned
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