
 

RMS Kashgar(2), February 1920 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

"Can I whet your appetite?" 

Sam looked up from his armchair in surprise. 

A tall girl was standing over him, one hand on her hip and the other gesturing 

theatrically towards the bar. Slim, with an aquiline nose and graceful stance, her short, 

blue shift displayed her long legs to advantage. 

He rose to his feet, letting his monocle fall from his eye and clutching the 

papers he had been studying. "I was just going in to dinner." 

"Please join me! I can't possibly eat until I've had a cocktail. My treat, I insist." 

"It's very kind of you." 

"What's your poison?" 

"Whatever you're having will suit me fine." 

"I'll have a White Lady." 

"I'd like to try one." 

"Good for you. 

"Waiter!" she called across the room. "Two White Ladies. On my tab." 

She flung herself into a neighbouring chair and held out a slender hand with a 

queenly gesture. "Ruth Birley, full of curiosity." 

Putting aside his papers, Sam took her hand and gave a little bow. "Samuel 

Singleton, at your service." 

"Do sit down, Samuel." 

As he did so, his clear blue eyes looked straight into hers. Her lips parted 

slightly.  

There was a small silence. 

The drinks arrived quickly, frosted and delicate on a silver salver. Sam 

acknowledged them with a friendly nod. "Thank you, Henry," he said to the waiter, 

who smiled and inclined his head in return. 

Ruth took her glass from the salver and raised it, looking into his eyes. "To our 

further acquaintance!" 

He sipped his drink. "Very nice," he said. "Lemony." He licked the sugar from 

his moustache. 



 

She made a small movement with her hand. "I'm intrigued by your monocle." 

He laughed. "It originated because I broke my spectacles in half. I found it to 

be more adaptable – always to hand and hopefully a little distinguished." 

"Quite so." She paused. "You seem very absorbed in your papers. I've been 

trying to get your attention ever since we sailed from Tilbury, but up until now you 

haven't acknowledged my existence." She made a little moue. 

"I'm afraid I'm like an ostrich with its head in the sand at the moment, but I've 

only four weeks to complete my studies before we arrive in Singapore." 

"Well, before the Suez Canal was opened, you'd have had a hundred and 

sixteen days. Have you been to Malaya before?" 

"No. France is the furthest I've been – a few years ago – during the war." 

"During the war? You're much too young – you must have been just a 

schoolboy. Did you enlist in the army?" 

"Yes – but I ended up in the Royal Flying Corps." 

"Now this I must hear about. Was it very exciting?" 

He watched as she opened her embroidered clutch-bag and took out a silver 

cigarette case, a lighter and a long, jade holder, into which she inserted a cigarette. 

She held out the lighter in her cupped hand, looking at him enquiringly. 

Ignoring her question, Sam took the lighter, lit it, and held it to the cigarette's 

tip. Ruth steadied his hand with hers, glancing up at him through her lashes. The ritual 

accomplished, she retrieved the lighter, leant back in her chair and drew on the 

cigarette, blowing a plume of smoke into the air. 

"What are these papers you're so busy studying?" 

"My homework: I'm going to work in the rubber industry." 

"Now you've surprised me again. You don't look like a rubber planter." 

"What does a rubber planter look like?" 

Ruth inhaled slowly. Tilting her head back, she looked at Sam through half-

closed lids. "Not so immaculate. The rubber planters I've met were an unruly bunch." 

"Where did you meet these unruly rubber planters?" 

"My parents live in Singapore – my father is the Chief Health Officer – so I've 

been coming and going for a few years. I've just graduated from St Hilda's where 

they've at last decided to grant women a full Oxford degree, so I was amongst the first 



 

to acquire one. Since then I've been doing some research for my father. I'll be working 

as his assistant in Singapore." She leaned towards him. "Will you be working there?" 

"No, I'm meeting a representative from Dunlop, and then I'm off to Perak." 

"Perak. That's real pioneering country. Silver mines. Perak means silver, you 

know." 

"I didn't – but part of my curriculum is to learn some Malay." 

"I know enough to get by. You'll find I'm a good teacher." She rearranged 

herself in the chair, crossing her silk-clad legs. Sam's eyes were drawn to her slim 

ankles and the high arch of her narrow foot in its brown, buttoned shoe. 

"Perak is where the silver and tin mines are," she continued. "It's rough 

country. Rubber's in its infancy there." 

"Then it's true that every cloud has a silver lining." 

Ruth smiled. "I can see you'll be an apt pupil." 

She was interrupted by a call from a stout woman at the deck entrance. "Do 

come, Ruth! There's a ship passing." 

Ruth wrinkled her nose. "That's Mrs Mowbray, my chaperone." She jumped to 

her feet and ran across the lounge towards the doorway, where she turned and blew 

Sam a kiss before disappearing with a little wave of her long cigarette holder. 

Sam looked after her for a minute before slowly gathering up his papers. Then 

he picked up his glass and, throwing his head back, drained the last drops of the White 

Lady. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


