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Chapter One


La Croix had not changed much in the three years since I had last seen him. He still resembled a young and slightly anemic Charles Boyer; his clothes-white linen suit, white Hong Kong-tailored shirt, brown-and-white wing-tip shoes-still looked as if he had slept in them for perhaps a week; his smile was still ingratiating and just a little unctuous; and he still smelled almost whorishly of red gardenia-scented cologne.
But there were some differences: deep pockets of shadow lay beneath his guileless brown eyes, as if purplish actor’s make-up had been heavily applied there. His pale face was gaunt-cheeked-and even though he was making an effort to veil it behind the smile, he had a harried, hunted look about him.
He stood in the doorway of my flat in Punyang Street, in Singapore’s Chinatown, and pumped my hand vigorously. His palms were slick with perspiration. It was just a little past eight of a midweek morning, and despite the fact that the tropical sun already lay outside my bamboo-shaded window like a burning hole in the bright eastern sky, I didn’t think it was the heat that was causing him to sweat.
He released my hand and said in a too-cheerful voice, “It is good to see you again. It has been a long time, a very long time. I may come in?”
“Sure,” I said. “Why not, La Croix.”
He came inside and stood in the middle of the bare wood floor, letting his eyes wander about the small, cluttered room. There was not much for him to see: a few pieces of antiquated and mismatched rattan furniture, a secondhand ice cooler I had purchased from a merchant in Change Alley, a two-burner kerosene stove, a wooden box with an accumulation of garbage, and a narrow, linoleum-topped all-purpose table.
He turned to face me as I shut the door. “Things are not well with you, mon ami?” he asked then. From the tone of his voice, the state of my well-being was of great concern for him; but I knew La Croix, and the only thing he had ever been greatly concerned for was his own well-being.
I said, “Things are just fine.”
“But this place…”
“There’s nothing wrong with this place.”
“Ah, but it is not the villa on Ponggol Point.”
“No, it’s not the villa on Ponggol Point.”
He laughed nervously. “Do you remember the last time we saw one another, just before I left for Macao? We spent the afternoon with the two Eurasian girls from Kota Bahru on the sun porch of your villa. We drank many gin pahits that day, did we not.”
“I suppose we did.”
“It was always my belief that when I returned to Singapore, I would find you there still-drinking many gin pahits in the company of other belles filles. Can you imagine my surprise when I discovered, upon arriving yesterday, that you were now to be found here-in Chinatown?”
“Things change, La Croix.”
“Not always for the better, I fear.”
“That depends on your outlook.”
He sighed. “I may sit down?”
“Help yourself:”
He sat heavily on the long rattan settee near the window, placing his hands flat on his knees. He looked up at me, moistening his lips with quick, snakelike movements of his tongue. “Perhaps I might have a small brandy, if it would not be an imposition.”
“Isn’t it a little early for that?”
“I have had a most difficult night.”
“I don’t keep any brandy,” I said. “Or arrack or whiskey. I can give you an iced Anchor Beer.”
“S’il vous plait, mon ami.”
I crossed to the cooler and took a beer out and opened it. He accepted it with a small grateful nod, and drank half of it before setting the bottle down on the low table in front of the settee. Breath escaped slowly between pursed lips, and his slender hands scuttled like sand crabs over his thighs. You couldn’t wind yourself up any tighter than he was right now.
I had had a pot of Lapsang Souchong tea steeping when his knock came on the door; I poured some of it into a pewter mug and took it over and sat down on the rattan armchair facing him. “Okay, La Croix,” I said, “what’s on your mind? You didn’t look me up to revive a lot of dead memories about the old days.”
“You are right, of course. That is not why I came.”
“Let’s have it, then.”
“I am in need of your assistance.”
“To do what?”
“I must leave Singapore.”
“I thought you said you’d just arrived.”
“That is true,” La Croix said. “But now I must leave again
— vitement. It is… imperative that I do not remain on the island.”
“So that’s the way it is.”
“Yes.”
“The police?”
“I do not know.”
“But there’s the chance of it”
“Yes.”
“And you want me to fly you out.”
“But of course. Tonight, if it can be arranged.”
“Where? Macao?”
“No, Thailand. An airstrip on the coast near Bangkok.”
“I see.”
“I will pay you five thousand dollars.”
“Singapore or American?”
“American.”
“Yes? That’s a lot of money.”
“A great deal of money, yes.”
I tasted my tea; it had steeped too long and had a bitter, acrid quality to it. I put the mug down and lit an American cigarette from the rumpled package in the pocket of my khaki trousers. La Croix watched me expectantly. I looked away from him and smoked my cigarette and listened to the faint humming of the Javanese fan on the little table by the bedroom door. The air in there had a stagnated feel, and the fan succeeded only in stirring it sluggishly. My bare chest was already slick with the kind of mucilaginous perspiration you seem to be constantly exuding in the tropical climate of Southeast Asia.
Outside, on Punyang Street below, a Hindu cobra charmer began to play a dirgelike melody on a flageolet. The discordant music seemed to further unnerve La Croix; his hand trembled noticeably as he took a stained handkerchief from the pocket of his white linen coat and mopped the back of his neck. He smiled tentatively, his eyes bright. “You will do it, n ’ est-ce pas?”
“No,” I said.
The smile went away, and a mixture of fear and disbelief dulled the brightness of his eyes. He leaned forward on the settee. “Is my offer not large enough? Mon Dieu, I will pay you ten thousand, then..”
“The money has nothing to do with it, La Croix.”
“But… I do not understand.”
“I’m not in the business anymore.”
The smile came back. “You are joking, of course. Ah, you were always one for the jokes. But at a time such as this-”
“I’m not laughing, am I?”
Again, the smile vanished. It was like watching one of those comedy-tragedy mask things you see in neon bar signs, blinking first one and then the other. A tic started high on his left cheekbone, jumping in a steady rhythm. He said something in rapid French in a hoarse, stricken voice, and his eyes seemed to be looking at something distant and frightening. Finally, he gave himself a small shake and looked at me and said, “Please, mon ami! You must help me, I beg of you. If I were to tell you of-”
“I don’t want to hear about it,” I said. “Listen, La Croix, I don’t fly any longer. I haven’t flown in two years and I have no intention of starting it up again. That’s all there is to it.”
“But how-?”
“How do I make my living? Simple enough: I work for it. Coolie labor down on the docks, and when I can’t get that, road construction or as a kaboon worker on one of the rubber plantations here or in Malaya. The days of the Eurasian girls and the gin pahits and the Ponggol villa are gone-dead and buried.”
There was incredulity on La Croix’s pale face. He was sweating profusely. “I cannot believe this!”
“You’d better believe it, all right.”
“What of your air freight concern? You no longer…?”
“That’s right,” I said. “There isn’t any more Connell and Falco Transport. The Singapore government and the Federation revoked my license two years ago, closed down our quarters, and forced me to sell what they didn’t confiscate. They were almost able to kick me out of Singapore as an undesirable. Didn’t you hear about it in Macao? I understand it made most of the papers in the South China Sea.”
He shook his head in a numb way.
I didn’t offer to go into the reason behind the revocation of my license; I had no desire to discuss the incident with him or with anyone else. I said, “So that’s it, La Croix. I couldn’t help you, even if I wanted to. I hope you find somebody else. There are others on the island who’ll take you out for a lot less than five thousand dollars.”
La Croix caught up the bottle of Anchor Beer and drained it; foam bubbled whitely at the corners of his mouth and ran down over his chin, onto the front of his soiled Hong Kong shirt. He didn’t seem to notice. Very softly he said, “But I have already-” Abruptly, he broke off and gained his feet. He stumbled across to the door in a manner that was almost somnambulistic.
I rose from the armchair and went over there. I felt a little sorry for him at that moment, perhaps because we had once been friends of a sort. “Listen,” I said, “there’s a Swede named Dinessen who runs an air freight service off Bukit Timah Road. You can try him. I’ve heard it said that he’s in the business.”
“Dinessen,” La Croix said. “Yes, I will see him.”
I reached out and opened the door. “I hope you make it all right.”
A trace of the smile returned, fleeting, humorless. “I will make it,” he said. “Au revoir, mon ami.”
“Good luck, La Croix.”
I stood there for a moment, listening to his footsteps fading on the wooden stairs outside, and then I closed the door and went back to the armchair. I lit another cigarette and took the pewter mug of tea into the half-bath and emptied it into the sink. In the bedroom, I looked at the clock on the nightstand. It was almost nine.
I thought about La Croix as I put on a thin gray bush jacket and a pair of white canvas shoes. Whatever he was involved in this time must have been a major league activity — and one that had gone at least a little sour, judging from his agitated state-for him to have offered as much as ten thousand dollars for a flight out of Singapore. He had always been one of the little men, fronting for big money, skirting the fringes of it, but never really holding any of his own; now that he had gotten in on what appeared to be a large score, he was, ironically, out of his element. I wondered briefly what kind of thing it was, and then decided I did not particularly want to know. All the scores, big and small-and the kind of life that went with them-were behind me now, dead and buried, and I wanted to keep it that way.
I finished dressing, locked the flat, and went out into what the Dutch call the roote hond — the oppressive, prickly heat-that was the island and city of Singapore by day.



Chapter Two


I walked down to the waterfront.
South Bridge Road was quiet, except for those of the ever-present European and Pacific island tourists who had gotten up early to take in the sights. They were walking in pairs or in groups, talking animatedly, taking pictures the way they do-like giant dolls running through a programmed series of maneuvers. Ever since Singapore became an independent island republic in 1965, the government has made a concentrated effort to lure more visitors and thereby increase the primary contributor to the gross national income. This program, to the bitter disgust of a minority of inhabitants-myself included-has been an overwhelming success.
I walked along South Bridge Road for two blocks and then turned left, passing the Hong Lim Green. After a while I could see the river. The water was a dark, oily bluish-green, and sampans and prahus and small Chinese junks huddled together under their bamboo awnings like old men in a village square. There were dozens of the heavily laden, almost flat-decked tongkangs or cargo lighters that shuttle between the godowns and the freighters waiting in the Inner Roads of Singapore Harbor, and a multitude of smaller, motorized barges similarly laden. The perennial smells of rotting garbage, intermingled with those of salt water, spices, rubber, gasoline, and the sweet, cloying odor of frangipani, were thick and palpable; and the rust-colored tile roofs which cap most of Singapore’s buildings shone dully through the thick heat haze on both sides of the river.
I followed the line of the waterfront for a short way, passing some of the larger godowns. In the shade beneath their sloping eaves, Chinese and Tamil coolies squatted in silent stoicism, or gambled with small, shiny coins, or worked sluggishly among crates and boxes and barrels and skids. Finally, I came upon one of the smaller godowns and found Harry Rutledge-a large, florid-faced, good-natured Englishman; he was supervising the unloading of a shipment of copra from one of the lighters.
“Hello, ducks,” he said affably as I approached.
“Harry.”
“Another effing scorcher, ain’t it?”
I admitted that it was, and then asked him, “Can you use me today, Harry?”
“Sorry, ducks. Plenty of coolies on this one.”
“Tomorrow?”
He rubbed at his peeling red nose; it glistened like the polished hood on one of the government limousines you see parked before the Legislative Assembly Hall on the other side of the river. “Got a cargo of palm oil coming in,” he said musingly. “Holdover, awaiting transshipment. Could use you, at that.”
“What time is it due?”
“Ten, likely.”
“I’ll be here.”
“Right-o, ducks.”
I retraced my steps along the river. It was damned hot, all right-I’ve been in the South China Sea since the end of the Korean War, but I’ve never been able to get used to the heat-and I decided an iced Anchor Beer would taste just fine, early as it was. I walked back along South Bridge Road to a connecting alley and a place called the Seaman’s Bar, which catered mostly to the waterfront types. It was deserted now except for the bartender and three German seamen who were drinking stout at one of the tables in the rear.
I ordered my beer, and while I sat drinking it I wondered if it might not be a good idea to drop in on a man named Samuels, who was the tuan besar of a huge rubber plantation in Selangor and who had an office in Collyer Quay. I had worked for him some months previously, and the last time I had seen him, three weeks ago, he had invited me to check back with him “after a fortnight or so” about an assistant overseer’s position that was supposed to open up on one of his kaboons.
I finished the beer and walked down to Collyer Quay. I went into Samuels’s building-an old, ponderous, heavystone-facaded structure that had about it an air of stuffy British imperialism-and rode a self-service elevator up to the sixth floor. Samuels’s offices were thickly carpeted, teak-paneled, and their air-conditioned coolness was a welcome respite from the heat. I gave my name to a pretty Indian secretary, and she disappeared into another office through a door near a harbor-view window. She returned again after a time and asked me to please sit down, Mr. Samuels would see me presently.
I waited for over an hour, and then Samuels came out and apologized for the delay and told me with a sad shake of his silver-maned head that the overseer’s position had been filled just last week. But if I would check back with him “after a fortnight or so,” there was a possibility that he would have something else for me.
I thanked him for no reason at all and went out and stood on the burning sidewalk in front of his building. It was past noon now, and even though I wanted another Anchor Beer I thought it would be a better idea if I had something to eat first. I hadn’t had any breakfast.
Here and there along the waterfront are small open-air eating stalls where you can buy a variety of Chinese or Malaysian specialties. I went back near the river and stopped at the first one I saw and sat on one of the foot-high wooden stools they have, under a white canvas awning. It was crowded, and it took a while for one of the waiters in white singlets and white shorts to make his way to where I was sitting. I ordered shashlik and rice and a fresh mangosteen.
I ate slowly, listening to the hum of conversation. There were a score of tongues and dialects; Singapore is the melting pot of Southeast Asia. I had gotten down to the mangosteen-a thick, pulpy, very sweet fruit-when the three men appeared in front of my table.
The two on either side were copper-skinned, stoic-featured, and flat-eyed. The taller of the two was Eurasian — almond-eyed, but with fine, straight brown hair; the other was a Malay. They were both dressed in freshly pressed white linen jackets and matching slacks and thin cotton shirts, open at the throat.
The man in the middle was about fifty, short and plump, and he appeared to be very soft; his skin had the odd look of kneaded pink dough, like a gigantic gingerbread man before baking. His hair was sparse, a kind of neutral straw color, and his eyes were a mild, liquidy blue. There was a distinctively Teutonic look about his face, but it struck me that he was probably Dutch or Belgian, rather than German or Austrian. He wore white also, but there any similarity between his dress and that of the other two ended. The suit was British cut, impeccably tailored; the shirt was Thai silk with long sleeves fastened with jade cufflinks initialed JVR in gold; the shoes were of hand-made leather and polished to a fine gloss. On the little finger of his left hand he wore a huge gold ring with a jade stone in the shape of a lion’s head-symbolic, I supposed, of the Lion City.
He sat down, carefully adjusting the razor crease in his slacks, on the stool next to me; the other two remained standing. A group of Americans, obviously on some kind of tour, had finished their sugared beancurd at an adjacent table and departed; there was no one, now, within the immediate vicinity.
The soft man smiled, as if he had just found a missing relative. “You are Mr. Connell, are you not?” he asked. His voice had a saccharine quality that was almost condescending.
“That’s right.”
“I am Jorge Van Rijk.”
I went on eating the mangosteen. “Good for you.”
He thought that was amusing. Gold fillings sparkled. His laugh had a burr in it that made my neck cold. “I am given to understand that you had a conversation with an acquaintance of mine this morning,” he said. “Monsieur La Croix.”
“Is that right?”
“Quite right. He was observed leaving the building which houses your flat in Punyang Street.”
“Interesting.”
“Isn’t it?” Van Rijk said. “I wish to know the current whereabouts of Monsieur La Croix.”
“Why?”
“A small business matter.”
“Uh-huh,” I said.
“Where might I find him, Mr. Connell?”
“I don’t have any idea.”
“He did not tell you where he could be reached?”
“No.”
“Really now, Mr. Connell,” Van Rijk said in a mildly reproving voice.
“Think what you want. I don’t know where he is.”
He studied me with his mild blue eyes. After a time he said, “May I inquire, then, as to the nature of your conversation this morning?”
I met his gaze. “I don’t suppose that’s any of your business.”
“Ah, but it is, Mr. Connell. It is, indeed, my business.”
“Then ask La Croix if you find him.”
“An excellent suggestion, of course,” Van Rijk said. “But time is of the essence in this matter. Necessarily, then, I must ask you.”
“Sorry. It was a private discussion.”
“I see.” Van Rijk smiled. From the inside pocket of his tailored suit he produced a squarish box of cigarettes. I saw that they were of English manufacture-Players. He flicked the box open with a manicured thumbnail and extended it to me. “Cigarette?”
I shook my head. “Not my brand.”
He shrugged lightly, extracted one from the box. He put it between his soft lips and lit it with a thin gold lighter encrusted with tiny jade stones. Through bluish smoke he said, “It is my information that you are a former airplane pilot, Mr. Connell, one not averse to transporting unauthorized cargo for a proper price.”
I didn’t say anything.
“This is, of course, the reason Monsieur La Croix spoke with you.”
“Is it?”
“He wished you to transport him from Singapore, correct?”
“No.”
“Of course he did.”
“Were you there? I don’t fly any more, Van Rijk.”
“Did you agree to his proposal?”
“There wasn’t any proposal.”
“How much did he offer you?”
“Nothing at all.”
“What was his destination?”
“If he had one, he didn’t confide it to me.”
Van Rijk made a sucking sound on his cigarette, and we sat looking at each other like a pair of old enemies. Pretty soon he said, “I have become rather bored with this game of verbal chess, Mr. Connell. You would be most wise to tell me what I wish to know.”
He was beginning to get on my nerves. “I don’t have to tell you a goddam thing,” I said, keeping my voice equable. “I don’t know who the hell you are, and I don’t really care much. I do know that I don’t like you or your manner or your implications. Do I make myself clear?”
I watched his eyes change. They were no longer liquidy, and they were no longer mild. He didn’t look quite as soft as he had before. “I am not a patient man,” he said softly. “When I have lost what little forbearance I possess, I am also not a very pleasant man. Ordinarily I abhor violence in any form, but there are instances when I find it to be the only alternative.”
“So that’s the way you want to play it” I put my hands flat on the table and leaned toward him. “All right, Van Rijk,” I said. “You’ve made your point, now I’ll make mine. I’m not going anywhere with you, if that’s what you had in mind. I’m sure your two bodyguards or whatever they are are armed to the teeth, but I doubt if you’d have them shoot anybody in a crowded bazaar like this one. In fact, I doubt if you’d want to make any trouble at all. So you’ve got about thirty seconds before I push your fat face in where you sit. Those two would get into it, too, and I think you know what that would mean. Would you care to spend some time in a city penjara for street brawling, Van Rijk?”
Anger blotched his pink cheeks. The other two were poised on the balls of their feet now, watching me with their flat eyes. They were waiting for some sign from Van Rijk.
But I had judged him accurately. Abruptly, he stood. “There will be another time, Mr. Connell,” he said; the words dripped vitriol. “When the streets are not so crowded, and when the sunlight is not so bright.”
“Piss off, fat boy,” I said.
Van Rijk pivoted and stalked away between the closely set tables. The other two were at his heels. The three of them disappeared into the waterfront confusion.
I sat there for a time, thinking. I was a little bothered by Van Rijk’s threats, but they could have been a bluff and I decided I had handled the situation as well as could be expected. I was also a little curious about Van Rijk, and about his relationship with La Croix-but not enough to pursue the situation. I didn’t want, and could not afford, to let myself become involved in anything.
I got on my feet and put it out of my mind. It was, I thought, time for another iced beer.



Chapter Three


The old Cathay Bar, on Jalan Barat, is one of Singapore’s many enigmas.
It is an ancient, single-story building with an unpretentious facade that gives it the distinctive look of a Chinatown tenement. Its barnlike interior is perpetually hot and stifling, even at night, and the smell of joss-perfumed incense-permeates the smoke-died air. There are scarred wooden tables scattered throughout with no semblance of schematic placement; the bar, which is set along the rear wall, ends abruptly two-thirds of the building’s width-for no apparent reason, since the other third is blank. Over the backbar and on the walls of the room, fat pink ladies, naiads in diaphanous wisps of silk, pose obscenely amid blue names-an unintentional caricature of a scene from Dante’s Inferno. Eerie blue light from tiny lanterns on each of the tables gives an odd and ethereal quality to the people and to the furnishings.
You would think, then, with all of this, that the clientele of the Old Cathay would be of a singular type-the lower, native class, perhaps, such as the habitues of the Seaman’s Bar-and that it would be relatively quiet, and never quite full even on the weekends. But you’d be wrong, and therein lies the enigma.
Inexplicably, the Old Cathay attracts almost everyone in Singapore at some time or other. On any given night of the week, you consider yourself most fortunate if you can find a place to stand, let alone sit. And if by some miraculous stroke of luck you manage to get a table, it is an unwritten but strictly adhered to rule that you share it with the other patrons. You can, as I have, find yourself sitting next to a very proper and very drunk official in the British Embassy (“The Ambassador and I were discussing the Common Market situation this forenoon; about the bloody time something was done, don’t y’think?”); or a group of middle-aged, spinsterish schoolteachers from Milwaukee, Wisconsin, U.S.A., laughing nervously and casting furtive looks into shadowed corners (“We found the most marvelous wood carving today-a pair of hands, can you imagine, but they were from the Ratanakosin Dynasty, seventeenth century, and genuine, of course, I just couldn’t believe it when the man told me they were only…”); or a small, doe-eyed Dutchman with no fingers on his left hand, who will tell you, smiling proudly, that he once killed two men in a fight over a stolen pocketbook in an Amsterdam slum (“Mijnheer, I barely escaped with my life, do you know they are still looking for me and it has been ten years now…”); or a tall, handsome, splendid-bosomed Chinese prostitute, ludicrously named Gussie, who wears a brightly colored cheongsam and is adorned with every conceivable type of costume jewelry, and who smiles coquettishly with scarlet lips in a chalk-white face (“Five Straits dollars, Joe, what you say? I teach you all the tricks I know for five Straits dollars, you never be the same man again, eh, Joe?”).
The Old Cathay caters to them all-and more. They flock there, night after night, to drink tall, cold stengahs, or Malayan arrack, or gin-and-quinine, or an oily, foul-tasting and cathartic native wine, or-in my case-an iced Anchor Beer that is so cold you can taste the ice crystals. And they pay, depending upon which, outrageously expensive or surprisingly moderate prices for the privilege. I go there mainly because Anchor Beer falls into the latter category, and because the atmosphere and the people you meet are never dull.
It was midafternoon when I arrived. Even at that time, it was crowded with customers and alive with noise-the clink of glass against glass, the excited, high-pitched call of the multilingual Chinese waitresses as they shouted their orders to the three barmen, the heavy buzz of conversation. All of the tables were occupied, but I found an empty chair at a corner table. The two men there were drinking beer, and judging from their boisterous laughter and slightly thick voices, they had been at it for some time.
I ordered my Anchor from one of the waitresses, and my choice of beverage solicited immediate approval from the two men. We introduced ourselves, and they were Allenby and Wainwright, two English tin miners down from Kuala Lumpur on a holiday. We told a lot of off-color stories and traded lies about our virility with the women we had known, and the beer flowed freely. They paid for most of it; I didn’t object.
Wainwright and Allenby became very drunk finally, and they decided with much gravity that it was time they found a couple of sundals with which to spend the night. They wanted me to go with them, but I begged off and wished them luck and they staggered out arm in arm, leaving me with one full bottle of beer and a second on the way.
Their seats were taken immediately by an Irishman and his rail-thin wife, who drank whisky over ice and kept pretty much to themselves. It was almost seven then, and I thought that I would be very wise to leave if I didn’t want to show up at Harry Rutledge’s godown in the morning with a throbbing head and a queasy stomach. I was not drunk, but I did have the beginnings of a fine edge. It was such a fine edge that I decided eventually to remain where I was for a while so as not to lose it, and when the two bottles of Anchor Beer that Allenby and Wainwright had paid for were gone, I ordered another.
After a time the Irishman and his wife left, and a short, very fat man in a bowler hat and a young dark-haired girl wearing a white peasant blouse and a short multicolored skirt took their places. I thought at first the two of them were together, but when the fat man leaned over and said something in a low voice to the girl, she gave him a frosty look and told him to keep his nasty thoughts to himself. He got a very pained expression and instructed one of the Chinese waitresses hovering nearby to bring him a double gin. The girl ordered a stengah, which surprised me slightly because she did not look like the whisky-and-soda type.
I was feeling pretty friendly by then, and I edged toward the girl, smiled and said, “You don’t look like the whisky-and-soda type.”
She let me have the same frosty look she had given the fat man. “I beg your pardon?”
“Sure,” I said.
“What?”
“You can beg my pardon if you like.”
That got the beginnings of a smile. She would be, I thought, very beautiful when she smiled. She was a tall girl, finely proportioned, and her face was small and symmetrical in a dark frame of luxuriant shoulder-length hair. I couldn’t tell the color of her eyes in the smoky blue light, but I decided they would probably be gray, or maybe hazel. Her voice had a Western inflection, with faint Oriental or Polynesian overtones, and that made it difficult to guess her homeland. She was perhaps twenty-one or — two and had an air of virginal innocence about her, and if I had been fully sober I most likely would not have spoken to her at all. As they say, she was almost young enough to have been my daughter.
The waitress came by with the fat man’s double gin and the girl’s stengah. The fat man had had his courage buoyed by my limited success, and he offered, smiling, to pay for her drink. She ignored him pointedly as she opened her beaded handbag and gave the waitress two bills from inside.
I said to her, “You’re almost young enough to be my daughter.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You certainly do beg a lot of pardons.”
She studied me seriously. “Are you a bum or something?”
“Not professionally.”
“Well, you look a little like one.”
“It’s nice of you to say so.”
She took a small sip from her stengah. “Are you trying to pick me up?”
“Not at all.”
“If you are, you’ve got a very novel approach.”
“You’re almost young enough to be my daughter,” I said again earnestly.
“That doesn’t stop most men.”
The fat man finished his double gin and left hurriedly. I felt a little sorry for him. A tall British sailor sat down in his place, and a plump Chinese whore named Rosie got up onto his lap. He began whispering in her ear, smiling foolishly, and she giggled and patted his leg and put his hand under her dress with practiced expertise.
I said to the girl, “Would you believe me if I told you I only wanted someone to talk with?”
“Now you’ve reverted to the standard line.”
“It’s the truth.”
“It always is.”
“Permit me to introduce myself,” I said. “I am Daniel Connell, ex-smuggler, ex-pilot, American expatriate, and a very lonely, lonely man.”
“Oh God,” the girl said.
“And who might you be?”
“I really ought to tell you to go to hell, you know that, don’t you?”
“Absolutely.”
She smiled then and she was beautiful and her smile was a sweet, bright thing that illuminated the generation gap between us, the world between us. Eve in the Garden, I thought. Pandora and the box, and Beauty and the Beast, and Jesus, Connell, you shouldn’t drink so goddamned much beer! Two more bottles and you’ll be up on the table, quoting passages from Tennyson and Hemingway and Uncle Remus. Go home, go to bed. Sober up, wise up, grow up, throw up…
“My name is Tina Kellogg,” the girl said. “And I don’t know why I’m telling you even that much.”
I shook my head a couple of times to clear it. “I have a trusting face.”
“As a matter of fact, you do.”
“A very large asset in my former line of work.”
“Were you really a smuggler, Mr. Connell?”
“Dan. Oh yes, I was really a smuggler.”
“What did you smuggle?”
“All sorts of things.”
“It sounds very exciting.”
“It was ugly and cheap and dirty.”
“Oh. Is that why you don’t do it any more?”
“Part of the reason.”
“What’s the other part?”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said too harshly, and Tina’s smile faded and vanished. I put on a small, apologetic one of my own to bring it back. “Sorry. I seem to be feeling a little maudlin tonight.”
“I understand.”
“Sure you do. Well now, Tina Kellogg, tell me about Tina Kellogg.”
“She’s not very interesting, really.”
“On the contrary.”
“Well, all right, you asked for it. Let’s see. I was born in the Hawaiian Islands twenty-two years ago, of an American father and a Hawaiian mother. I graduated from the University of Hawaii last year, with a degree in journalism. I’ve been in Singapore only a few days, staying at the apartment of a girl I knew in college; the Orient has always fascinated me, and I decided to combine a vacation trip here with a series of articles on the area. I’m hoping to use the articles to land a staff position with one of the news or travel magazines in the States.”
“A very noble goal,” I said.
“Well, I never thought of it as being particularly noble-”
“Noble is as noble does.”
“I beg-I mean, I don’t think-”
“I’m being ambiguous. Pay me no mind. But tell me, how did you happen to find this infamous little den of iniquity?”
“The Old Cathay? Oh, someone I met on one of the city tours told me it was the place to go.”
“A lot that someone knows.”
Soft laughter. She touched my hand, almost shyly. “You know, for some strange reason I rather like you… Dan.”
“Mutual, little girl. Which is why I offer mild advice: spend not too much time in places like the Old Cathay; dragons lurk in unsuspected corners.”
“That sounds like an Oriental proverb.”
“Only the voice of experience.”
She laughed again. “As a matter of fact, I really can’t stay much longer. It’s a long taxi ride back to where I’m living, and I have to be up early in the morning. I’m going on a tour to Johore.”
“I’ll help you find a cab.”
“Well… that would be nice, I think.”
I got on my feet and offered my arm. She took it, and we spent several minutes struggling through the packed humanity to the door. Outside, it was very dark-the streetlamps on Jalan Barat are few and far between-and the night air was cooler and fresher after the daily, late-afternoon downpour. There were few automobiles on the street, but the foot traffic either coming to or departing from the Old Cathay was relatively heavy.
I steered Tina in a southerly direction. “There’s a taxi stand over on Betar Road,” I told her.
She smiled. “Are you sure?”
“Positive.”
“Okay, then.”
We walked down to Bencoolen Street, crossed it, and turned left on Betar Road. My head had begun to clear of the creeping effects of the Anchor Beer, and I thought that by the time I walked all the way to Punyang Street I would be dead-sober.
We had gone a block and a half when I heard the car come into Betar Road from Jalan Barat; from the sound of it, it was traveling very fast. I turned just as Tina began, “You know, Dan-” and the car, a small English Ford, was just coming through the cross street intersection. There was the pig squeal, then, of hurriedly applied brakes, and the driver pulled the wheel hard to the left, skidding the car in at an angle to the curb ten yards in front of where Tina and I stood.
Both front doors opened simultaneously, and two men came out in a hurry. The tropical moon had come out from behind a bank of clouds in the night sky, and in its yellow-white shine I could see their faces clearly.
It was the two flat-eyed men who had been with Van Rijk that afternoon.
I had time to shove Tina out of the way-and for the quick thought that Van Rijk was carrying out his threat after all-and then the driver, the one I had thought to be Eurasian, reached me. His right arm was upraised, across his body, and he brought it down in a backhand chopping motion, karate-style. Considering the amount of beer I had drunk since late afternoon, my reactions were pretty good; and I had taught karate to replacement troops in Seoul during the Korean War. I got my left arm up and blocked his descending forearm with my own. The force of his rush threw him off balance, and he was vulnerable; I jabbed the stiffened fingers of my right hand into his stomach, just below the breastbone. All the air went out of him. He stumbled backward and sat down hard on the sidewalk.
The other one, the Malay, had gotten there by then. But when he saw the Eurasian fall he came up short, and I saw him fumble beneath his white linen jacket. I took three rapid steps and laid the hard edge of my hand across his wrist. He made a pained sound deep in his throat, and there was a metallic clatter as the gun or whatever he had been going after dropped to the pavement. I hit him twice in the face with quick jabs, turning him, and then I drove the point of my elbow into his kidneys. The blow sent him staggering blindly forward, and he collided with the side of the English Ford. He slid down along it and lay still.
I heard the retreating slap of footsteps on the pavement and caught a glimpse of Tina running very fast on the next block; the whole thing must have scared hell out of her. Then I turned to have another look at the Eurasian. He was on his knees now, his face contorted, and there was a small automatic in his right hand; he was less than thirty feet away.
I hesitated for a fraction of a second. But there was only one thing I could do. Karate is effective against handguns, but not at thirty feet.
I fled.



Chapter Four


An alley bisected the block on the opposite side of the street, and I cut over there, using the English Ford to shield myself from the Eurasian, running crouched low in a weave. Just as I came up onto the sidewalk at the alley mouth, there was a single, flat report behind me and, an instant later, a whistling ricochet. Brick dust showered from the building wall on my right.
Before I had taken ten steps into the alley, I knew that it was a dead-end. I had no visibility at alt-the moon had vanished into the clouds again and the sky was partially obliterated by the jutting roofs on both buildings-and if it had been a through passage to the next street I would have been able to see the lighter gray of its second mouth. I didn’t know what sort of dead-end it was; if it terminated at the rear of another building, or one of those balustraded Chinese flats, I was trapped. But it was far too late for me to turn back now.
I ran blind, my shoes slipping treacherously on the damp, irregular cobblestone floor. My knee hit something and it gave, pitching me forward, off balance. I put out my hands to break the fall, and when the impact came skin scraped painfully from my palms and forearms on the roughness of the stones. I heard the reverberating clatter of a metal can rolling and bouncing, and the stench of garbage bit acridly into my nostrils. From a distance behind me another shot rang out; frontally and very close, there was a dull thwacking sound as the bullet imbedded itself into something wooden.
I got my feet under me and stumbled forward. Rats chittered in the darkness, scattering, claws clicking on the stone floor. My eyes had become acclimated somewhat to the black, and I could make out the dim outlines of a board fence. It looked about eight feet high and extended the width of the alley; it looked damned fine.
When I reached its base, I bent at the waist and jumped and my fingers closed over the rough boards at the top. I pulled myself up, scraping more skin from my palms, and swung my legs over and dropped down on the other side. Another alley, almost as dark and impenetrable as the previous one; they ran in mazelike confusion, I knew, in the centers of some of the blocks in this area.
To my left I could see the wide, chain-locked double doors across the rear entrance to what might have been some kind of warehouse. A narrow door, decorated with Chinese characters, was set into the building to one side of them-and a low-wattage bulb burned above it, casting a pale wedge of amber-colored light on the cobblestones there. But it was sure to be locked, too, and I would make a fine target standing in that light and trying to force it.
I looked to my right. The alley stretched into blackness like a long, slender tunnel in that direction. I couldn’t see an opening, but if I was correct about the structure on the left being a warehouse, there had to be one to admit trucks picking up and delivering. I thought that the alley would probably widen at some point farther along, and then rightangle to lead out to one of the through streets.
There were scratching sounds from the other side of the board fence, urgent and angry. I ran down to the right, my eyes probing the floor ahead of me for obstructions. The alley seemed to stretch on endlessly in a straight line-no light, no opening, a yielding wall of darkness. I heard footfalls begin to pound behind me; the Eurasian had made it over the fence.
I forced myself to run faster, to take a chance on the path being clear. And all at once something loomed ahead of me-huge, obscured in shadow. It was blocking the width of the alley. I pulled up short, breathing stertorously, and I could hear the Eurasian coming up close on my heels now.
The obstruction was an ancient canvas-covered truck.
Some son of a bitch had abandoned it there for the night.
I started around to the driver’s side-there was enough room for me to squeeze past there-and then the moon came out again, bathing the alley in ethereal light. I looked back over my shoulder, and the Eurasian was less than forty yards away. He had seen me, too, and he was bringing the automatic up in his hand.
There wasn’t enough time now for me to make it around the side of the truck. I jumped forward, up onto the high rear tailgate, and caught onto a loose flap of canvas to maintain my balance. Flame-colored light illuminated the Eurasian briefly as he squeezed off a shot, and I heard the bullet cut into the canvas side of the truck a foot above and to one side of my head. If he had meant that as a warning shot, it had been pretty damned close.
A second wooden fence, higher than the other one and capped with strands of rusted barbed wire, bordered the alley on that side. I leaned up and caught onto the wire. The needle-sharp barbs cut into palms, and I felt the warmth of blood; but I held on grimly, and the tailgate was high enough so that I was able to get my left foot on top of the fence, below the wire. The automatic sounded again, twice. The billowed front of my bush jacket jerked as one of the slugs ripped through it, and the other one passed just in front of my face like a hot and fetid breath. He wasn’t playing abduction games with me now; those shots had been meant to kill.
I pulled back on the barbed wire and kicked up with my right foot from the tailgate. I came into an erect position on top of the fence for an instant and then vaulted my body up and over, releasing the wire, just as the Eurasian cut loose for the fourth time. The slug burrowed into one of the boards near the top of the fence, and I landed on the balls of my feet on hard, graveled ground. Pain raced upward through my legs, into my crotch and hips. I lurched forward, went to one knee, and then stood up again.
I was in some kind of yard, a storage area for what must have been an iron or junk dealer. There were piles of scrap iron, bundles of corroded steel pipe, other mounds and masses in heavy shadow which were less recognizable. I let my eyes circumscribe the yard. There had to be an entrance to the area other than through the low, slate-roofed building at the upper end, which apparently housed the store. A driveway, I thought, for trucks in and out.
I located it at the left of the structure, narrow and badly pitted. Its far border was a high cyclone-type mesh fence, topped with more strands of barbed wire. Behind me, in the alley, I could hear the Eurasian at the truck. I ran to the driveway and followed it to the front of the building. There, a double swing gate, of the same mesh as the cyclone fence, blocked the entrance. Around the two upright supports on either half, in the middle, was a heavy chain-and-padlock; across the top were still more strands of barbed wire. I climbed one half of the gate, monkey-style; my hands were stained a sticky rust-color in the moonlight, and pain throbbed in them at each contact with the mesh.
When I reached the top, I leaned my body against the wall of the building to which that half of the gate was attached and managed to get my legs over the barbed wire with a minimum of damage. Then I used the top support bar to climb down on the outside. Briefly, I peered through the gate. I saw nothing, but from the yard area I heard a ringing of metal and a sharp curse. The Eurasian had gotten over that fence, too.
I went up one block on the deserted street, down one, up another, running at first and then walking rapidly. On Hempole Street I woke a young Chinese boy sleeping on the front seat of his motorized pedicab and had him take me to my flat in Chinatown.
Once there, I put salve on my raw and bleeding hands. There was a charred hole in the side of the bush jacket, and I took it off and wadded it up and put it in with the garbage. Then I locked and barred the door and windows, opened an Anchor Beer, and sat down with it to do some thinking.
I didn’t know what to do about Van Rijk. I considered notifying the police of what had happened tonight, but even after two clean years my reputation with them was not good. Too, Van Rijk had not been present and I had no proof that he had ordered the attempt on me; and I had no doubt that he would be willing, and able, to supply both the Eurasian and the Malay with alibis if the need arose. With all of that, I was pretty sure the police wouldn’t make much of an effort in my behalf.
Van Rijk, as I saw it, was one of Singapore’s international profiteers, dealing in anything-legal or otherwise-if the potential return was great enough. And La Croix had managed to run afoul of him at some point during his big score. La Croix would have the score itself at the present time, and that was why Van Rijk wanted him-and why he had sent his two hirelings after me tonight; he was still convinced I knew the Frenchman’s whereabouts. But that goddam Eurasian had been trying to kill me, no mistake, and that didn’t make any sense. How could I tell Van Rijk anything if I was dead? Well, maybe he had already located La Croix-but no, if that were the case, what reason would he have for wanting me dead…?
My head began to ache dully, and after a time I said to hell with it. There was nothing I could do tonight about either Van Rijk or his two orang sewaan — sewaan — if there was anything I could do at all without meeting him on his terms; and I knew it could never come to that, not any more.
I went into the bedroom, switched on the fan in there, stripped down, and got into bed under the mosquito netting. I thought briefly of the girl, Tina, and hoped she had gotten back to her apartment safely. There was no way I could find that out; she hadn’t mentioned its location. Well…
I lay there for a long time, looking out at the moon through the bedroom window. I watched it drift higher and higher and finally disappear, leaving the stars alone and coldly bright in the patch of sky. Tropical night, lush and fragrant. The stuff of books, the stuff of dreams.
The stuff of dreams…



Chapter Five


The Penang jungle lies below us like a surrealistic basrelief map done in varying shades of black, and the sky is a smooth black canopy studded with pinpoints of coruscating light. On the seat beside me in the cockpit of the DC-3, Pete sits nervously rubbing his hands back and forth on his whipcord trousers. Neither of us has spoken in a long while, and the only sound is the steady, almost soporific drone of the Pratt amp; Whitney engines, port and starboard. We are flying low-five hundred feet now, by the altimeter — and all the running lights are off.
I glance at my watch. It is twenty-three minutes past midnight. My eyes move to the instrument panel and the magnetic compass there. On course. I peer through the windshield at the ebon jungle below.
Pete turns to look at me; his face is pinched in the flickering red light from the instrument panel. “How much farther?” he asks, and in his voice there is a touch of fear. Stage fright, I think, and I smile. “It won’t be long now, kid. Listen, relax, will you?”
“I don’t know, Dan. I’m not cut out for this kind of thing.”
I laugh a little to myself. I have made similar runs, longer ones, a dozen times. Nothing to them, nothing at all. But it’s his first time. I remember mine, a short push into Sumatra, near Palembang, with the old Belgian grinning beside me: dry throat, hands that shook just slightly on the stick coming in, stomach churning, asshole twitching. I laugh again, silently. He’ll be all right. Once we get down and he sees the money-twelve thousand Singapore dollars this wop, this Spindello, will have for the contraband silk we’re carrying-he’ ll be just fine.
I check my watch again. Twelve twenty-eight. Air speed indicator: one hundred, holding steady. The needle has not moved since I cut to half throttle as we passed over the tin smelters in Wellesley Province. Two more minutes, give or take. Spindello has promised to have signal fires lighting the strip. Nothing to it, nothing at all.
Compass reading: a few degrees off course, now. Soft left rudder. Okay. I watch the altimeter, easing forward on the yoke: three hundred feet, two hundred.
Twelve-thirty.
Below us, dead ahead in the blackness of the jungle, I see the orange-yellow flames of the signal fires. But there are only two of them, one on either side. I can only make out a small section of the strip; the rest is shrouded. Where have they built the two? At the head? In the middle? Where?
Pete leans forward on the seat, staring through the windshield. “I thought they were supposed to fire the length of the runway.”
“Take it easy, kid.”
“I don’t like it.”
“Cinch your belt. We’re on our way.”
I take her down, one eye on the altimeter. One hundred feet. I line up with the fires, cutting the power back. Landing gear down, flaps down. I hit the switch for the landing lights, and twin cones snap on, picking up the strip. I can see it clearly now, for the first time.
“Dan!”
It is short, much too short, and honeycombed with small holes and jagged cracks. God damn you, Spindello, God damn you to hell, you said it was in good condition, you said it was smooth and in very good condition…
“Dan, pull out!”
“Shut up!”
“You can’t land on that! This crate won’t stand up!”
“Shut up, shut up!”
It is my decision, and I know I have to take her down. We’re not carrying much of a payload in terms of weight, we’ll make it all right. And we can’t fly the silk back to Singapore, too dangerous, and the money, twelve thousand Singapore dollars…
“Pull out, Dan, pull out!”
“No! Can’t you shut up?”
“You’ll kill us both!”
“I can make it, hold on!”
I ease back on the yoke, chopping the throttles. The strip rushes up, the wheels touch, bounce, touch again. We’re almost down! I fight off the urge to work the brake pedals; wait, wait until she settles.. There! Now get set: brakes, reverse power-
We hit something: a hole, a crevice. The Dakota begins to roll, yawing from side to side. I can’t hold it! Oh God, oh Jesus! The world tilts, crazily, unbelievably. Lights spin in kaleidoscopic brilliance. Suddenly there is an impact, a shattering bursting impact, and Pete screams, he screams, dear God sweet Mother I hear him scream, and then the stench of high octane fuel erupts in my nostrils and I feel myself being lifted, propelled forward…
After that, there is only blackness.
And the sound of Pete screaming.
Blackness.
Screaming.
Blackness.
Screaming…
I came out of it very quickly, the way I usually come out of it. I was kneeling on the wet, rumpled sheets of my bed, and my body was coated with a hot and viscid sweat. My heart hammered brutally, irregularly, inside my chest cavity.
I knelt there without moving for a long time, until the last vestiges of the dream evaporated and the sounds were gone from my ears. Then I drew back the mosquito netting and sat on the edge of the bed with my head hanging between my knees. How many more nights would I relive what had happened on Penang? How many more nights would I feel the blackness surround me, and hear the tortured death cries of Pete Falco? Rhetorical questions. It had been two years now, but the dream still came three or four nights a month-stilt vivid, still frightening, a nightmare within a nightmare.
I stood and crossed on rubbery legs to the rattan chair near my bed, where I had draped my clothes the night before. I put on my khaki trousers and went into the half-bath. My lacerated hands inside the gauze wrappings throbbed and burned, and I put a fresh coating of salve on the cuts and abrasions; then I filled a carafe with tepid water from the tap and poured it over my head and neck.
I was toweling myself dry when the knock came at the door.
Frowning, I went out there, the towel draped around my neck. I stood to one side of the door and listened to whoever it was knock again-soft, insistent. Pretty soon I said, “Who is it?”
“Police,” a cultured and unfamiliar voice answered. The accent was Malay.
Now what the hell? I thought. I unbarred the door and opened it just far enough so that I could look out, blocking it with my body. He was a little man, wiry, dark-skinned, with very large and very intelligent black eyes, kinky blue-black hair that reminded you of poodle fur, and a thin, humorless mouth. A neat, conservative white suit, with a crisply laundered white shirt beneath it, comprised his dress; and his plain black shoes had been polished until they were bright mirrors.
I let my body relax and pulled the door wide. He said, “You are Mr. Daniel Connell?”
“That’s right.”
“I am Inspector Kok Chin Tiong, of the Singapore polis. I would like to speak with you, please.”
“What about?”
“May I come in?”
“I’m a lousy housekeeper.”
“Tida apa,” he said without smiling.
I shrugged and stood aside for him. When he had entered, he stood looking around and wrinkling his nose as if something smelled peculiar to him. His eyes were expressionless. He waited until I had closed the door before saying, “You have had an accident, Mr. Connell?”
“What?”
“The bandages on your hands.”
“Yes, an accident,” I said shortly.
His black eyes searched my face for a moment, and then he put his hands behind his back and walked to the window. He looked down at Punyang Street below, at the palpitating ebb and flow of Chinese there, at the arcaded market stalls with their infinite variety of goods spread out in rows on the littered street and in the shadows of the Five Foot Ways-covered walkways which are formed by the supporting pillars and the jutting overhang of the buildings. I could hear the voices of hawkers extolling the virtues of their wares, rising above the strident, excited singsong of their potential customers. An automobile horn punctuated the din with short, sharp, angry blasts.
Tiong said finally, turning, “Do you know a French national by the name of La Croix, Mr. Connell?”
I went to the rattan armchair and shook a cigarette from the pack there. “Why?”
“Do you?”
“I might.”
Tiong rubbed at his upper lip with the tip of one forefinger. “Are you familiar with the Severin Road, near Bedok, Mr. Connell?”
“A little. It runs through a mangrove swamp, doesn’t it?”
He nodded. “The French national was found there shortly past two o’clock this morning by a native boy hunting frogs,” he said. “Shot once through the heart-and five times in the face-with a. 25-caliber weapon.”
Very carefully, I stubbed out my cigarette in a ceramic ashtray on the table near the bedroom door. I held a long breath and then let it out slowly between my teeth. “Five bullets in the face does a lot of damage,” I said. “How did you make an identification?”
“His papers had not been disturbed. And we discovered a rented automobile, leased by him, not far from his body.”
“I suppose you think I had something to do with it. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
“Did you, Mr. Connell?”
“No.”
“Among the French national’s effects was a scrap of paper containing your name and address,” Tiong said. “Do you know why he would have such a paper?”
I decided to level with him; there was no point in doing anything else. “He came to see me yesterday morning. It was the first time I’d laid eyes on him in over two years.”
“What was the purpose of his visit?”
“He wanted to hire me.”
“To do what?”
“Fly him out of Singapore.”
“To what destination?”
“The Thai coast, near Bangkok.”
“Singapore has excellent airline service to Thailand,” Tiong said pointedly.
“Yeah.”
“What was his reason for not utilizing the normal modes of transportation?”
“He didn’t give me one.”
“He only said he wished you to fly him to Thailand?”
“That’s all.”
“Did you agree to do this?”
“No.
“And why not?”
“I don’t fly any more,” I said.
“Ah yes,” Tiong said. “Your commercial and private pilot’s license was revoked two years ago, was it not? Because of a certain incident on the island of Penang?”
I said nothing. He was obviously well aware of the incident on Penang, and the ensuing investigation of it.
Tiong smiled faintly. “Why do you suppose, Mr. Connell, that the French national would seek you out in particular with his request?”
“We had dealings once, a long time ago.”
“What type of dealings?”
I met his eyes squarely. “I’d rather not say.”
He touched his upper lip again, and we stood for a time with our eyes locked. Finally he said, “I would like to know your whereabouts last evening, Mr. Connell.”
“The Old Cathay Bar.”
“All evening?”
“Most of it.”
“What time did you arrive?”
“Midafternoon.”
“And what time did you leave?”
“Around ten o’clock.”
“Do you own a gun, please?”
“No,” I said.
“Have you ever owned one?”
“A long time ago.”
“What was it?”
“A German Walther.”
“Where is it now?”
“I don’t have any idea.”
“Would you object to a search of your quarters?”
“Be my guest,” I said, “but I’ll tell you something, Inspector.”
“Yes?”
“You’re wasting your time coming around to me. I didn’t kill La Croix. I didn’t have any reason to kill him. But I’ve got an idea who might have done it. Look up a guy named Van Rijk, Jorge Van Rijk, and ask him the same questions you’ve just asked me.”
Tiong’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know of Van Rijk?”
I still didn’t want to get involved in whatever this thing was. But what had happened last night on Betar Road, and La Croix’s death-the way Tiong had said he died-seemed to make it necessary now. “We had a little chat yesterday,” I told him. “He knew I had spoken with La Croix, and he thought I knew where La Croix had gone after he left here. He tried to find out what we had discussed. I wouldn’t give him any answers, and he made a few very plain threats. Last night, when I left the Old Cathay, the two men he had had with him earlier jumped me on Betar Road. One of them, a Eurasian, took a few shots at me with a small caliber automatic-a. 25, maybe.” I lifted my bandaged hands. “I had to go over a couple of fences, one of them capped with barbed wire, to get away from him, and that’s how this happened.”
Tiong digested the information. Then he said slowly, “I see.”
“I take it you’re familiar with Van Rijk,” I said.
“We know of him, yes.”
“Just who the hell is he?”
“Ostensibly, a tobacco merchant.”
“Ostensibly?”
“We have reason to believe he has other, more profitable — and less legal-interests.”
“He can’t have been on Singapore long.”
“As a matter of fact, no. Less than a year.” He studied me clinically. “How did you know?”
I shrugged. “Lucky guess.”
“Yes?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Look, La Croix was pretty damned shaken up when I talked to him yesterday. He wanted to get out of Singapore in a hurry. Judging from that little incident last night, I’d say it was Van Rijk he was frightened of. And that he had good cause.”
“Perhaps,” Tiong said noncommittally. “You still maintain the French national told you nothing other than his wish to hire you to transport him to Thailand?”
“I still maintain it,” I said, “because it’s the truth. Listen, Inspector, I’ve told you everything I know. I’ve co-operated with you right down the line. I’m sorry La Croix is dead-he was a lot of things, maybe, but he was also something of a friend of mine once-and I’d like to see you get your hands on whoever killed him. I know the kind of reputation I’ve got with you, and there’s nothing I can do to change it-except to stay clean the way I’ve done for the last two years. Am I making my position clear?”
“Quite clear, Mr. Connell.”
“Fine. Now if there’s nothing else, I’d like to get dressed. I have to be at work in less than an hour.”
“You are employed where currently?”
“Harry Rutledge’s godown, on Keppel Road. At least for today, anyway.”
Tiong nodded slightly, studying me, and then he stepped across to the door, opened it, turned again. “You will, of course, make yourself available in the event your assistance is required in the future.”
“I’m not planning to go anywhere.”
“Then, selamat jalan for now, Mr. Connell.”
When he had gone, I stood there for a time in the quiet heat of the room. I had the feeling he had not quite believed me, that he thought I was holding back on something; reputations die very hard in Southeast Asia-as hard, sometimes, as men like La Croix, who help to build them in the first place. I also had the feeling that my assistance would be required again, all right.
And soon-very soon.



Chapter Six


Two o’clock.
The sun bore down with burning fingers on the bared upper half of my body, and the back of my neck felt blotched and raw from the roote hond. Thick sweat had chafed my crotch beneath the khaki trousers I wore, had formed beneath the bandages on my hands; the barbed wire cuts burned hellishly as I worked.
I set my teeth and rolled another barrel of palm oil from the deck of the tongkang across the wide, flat gangplank and onto the dock. One of the Chinese coolies took it there and put it onto a wooden skid. An ancient forklift-belching smoke in rancid cumulus, operated by a barefoot Tamil — waited nearby.
I rubbed the back of one forearm across my eyes and thought about the taste of an iced beer when we were through for the day. It was a fine thought, and I was dwelling on it when Harry Rutledge came out of the godown and walked over to me.
“How’s it going?” he asked.
“Another hour or so should do it, Harry.”
“Well, you’ve got a visitor, ducks.”
“Visitor?”
“Bit of a pip, too, for a bloody Aussie,” Harry said. “You Yanks have all the effing luck.”
“A woman?”
He nodded. “Fetch Mr. Dan Connell, she tells me. Urgent. Now I don’t like the birds coming round here bothering my lads when they’re on the job. But like I said, she’s quite a dolly. Young, too. Never could say no to them.”
“Did she give you a name, Harry?”
“Marla, she says. Marla King.”
I did not know any woman named Marla King. “Did she say what she wanted?”
“Not a word of it.”
I frowned a little. “Okay,” I said. “Where is she?”
“My office,” he told me. “You know where it is.”
“Thanks, Harry.”
He gave me a grin. “My pleasure, ducks.”
I picked up my bush jacket and put it on without buttoning it, and then went inside the huge, high-raftered godown and threaded my way through the stacked barrels and crates and skids to Harry’s small office. There was a window set into the wall beside the door, facing into the warehouse, but the glass was speckled and dust-streaked; I didn’t get a look at the woman until I had opened the door and stepped inside.
She was sitting in the bamboo armchair near Harry’s cluttered desk, wearing a tailored white suit and fanning herself with a jarang sun hat. Her skirt was very short, and she had her legs crossed at the knees; they were good legs, if a little heavy, and tanned the same odd sort of coffee-with-cream color as her face and arms. Thick butter-yellow hair, worn short and shag-cut, curled under small ears like beckoning fingers. Her eyes were a kind of sea-green, shallow green; she wore too much shadow on the lids, giving the eyes a veiled look that was at the same time sensuous and too-wise. She was on the near side of thirty, but she was coming up fast.
She sat watching me as I closed the door. The red oval of her mouth was stretched into a speculative smile. “Dan Connell?” She had one of these whisky voices-distinctly Australian in accent-that would sound fine and caressing in a bedroom, but which seemed only theatrical in the hot, airless space of a godown office.
I said, “That’s right. Miss King, is it?”
“Marla King.” She lifted her right hand, with the wrist crooked down, like a Southern belle greeting a suitor. All she would have needed was a frilly dress and a mint julep.
I took the hand and let go of it again. “What was it you wanted to see me about, Miss King?”
“The Burong Chabak,” she answered.
“The what?”
“The jade figurine, of course.”
“I don’t think I follow.”
She laughed softly. “You’re being careful. Well, that’s natural. It is all right to talk here, isn’t it?”
“If the conversation makes sense.”
“I think we can arrange a deal where the Burong Chabak is concerned,” she said. “Does that make sense for you?”
“No.”
The smile went away, and her face took on a brittle cast, as if she were entering a transitional state between quiet patience and cold fury. “The figurine belongs to me now.”
“Does it?”
“La Croix is dead, isn’t he?”
La Croix again. For Christ’s sake! I said, “Just who are you, Miss King?”
“A friend of La Croix’s.”
“What sort of friend?”
“We had a partnership agreement.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning the figurine.”
“What in hell is this figurine you keep talking about? Look, Miss King, we’re going around in circles.”
“You deny that you have it?”
“I don’t know anything about it ”
“I don’t believe you.”
“You think La Croix gave me this figurine, is that it?”
“Either that, or you killed him for it.”
I stared at her. She was the second person today who had all but directly accused me of murdering the Frenchman, and I was beginning to grow damned weary of it. Well, all right. It was time I found out what this was all about; you can only keep out of something, can only maintain your neutrality, if those who are involved allow you to-and nobody seemed to be willing to let me off the hook.
I said, “This figurine-tell me about it.”
“That would be pointless, under the circumstances.”
“Humor me.”
“The affair was reported in the Straits Times.”
“I make it a point never to read the newspapers.”
She stopped fanning herself with the sun hat and leaned forward on her chair, looking up at me with greed shining like firelight in the depths of her eyes. “All right, then. Early last week, a white jade figurine-the Burong Chabak — disappeared from an exhibit at the Museum of Oriental Art here in Singapore. The figurine is priceless, although it was insured for two hundred thousand Straits dollars. Double that can be gotten at the right source in the South China Sea, Connell. Four hundred thousand Straits dollars.”
“And you and La Croix were the ones responsible for the disappearance of this Burong Chabak.”
“He committed the actual theft.”
“Sure. What happened then?”
“Then?”
“How did La Croix get the figurine for himself? If you’re looking for it, the two of you had to have gotten mixed up on your signals somewhere along the line. Either that, or he tried to double-cross you.”
“Of course he tried to double-cross me!” Her hands gripped the bamboo arms of the chair, and the jarang hat dropped unnoticed to the dusty floor. “He was a fool, a stupid fool.”
“And so you killed him for it.”
“I killed him?” She laughed in a masculine, derisive way. “I had no idea where he was. But you knew, didn’t you? He’d been to see you.”
“How did you find that out?”
“There are ways.”
“And ways,” I said. “This is getting us nowhere.” I walked over to Harry’s desk and cocked a hip against it carefully, so as not to topple the farrago of miscellany perched precariously on its surface. “Let’s suppose I have this figurine of yours. What makes you think I’d pony it up for you? A one-way split is a hell of a lot more profitable than a two-way.”
“Quite true,” she said, and the smile was back now. She thought things were finally going to go as she’d expected. “But it’s unlikely that you have a buyer for the Burong Chabak, or could find one willing to pay much more than one hundred thousand Straits dollars.”
“But you do have a buyer.”
“Exactly.”
“Where?”
“In Bangkok.”
“How much?”
“Four hundred thousand Straits dollars.”
“Even split?”
“Of course. You produce the figurine and I produce the buyer. Fair exchange?”
“Sure,” I said. “If I had the figurine to produce.”
Anger smouldered in Marla King’s eyes, abrupt and barely contained. She was as unpredictable, and as volatile, as a vial of nitroglycerin. “Do you deny that you’ve got it, even now?”
I shrugged. “But maybe I can get it.”
Another change; the brightness was back in her eyes. “When?”
“I’m not sure. How do I get in touch with you?”
She smiled wisely. “You don’t. I’ll come to you.”
“When and where?”
“At a safe time and location.”
Impasse. I got a cigarette out of the pocket of my bush jacket and lit it and blew smoke at the electric punkah rotating sluggishly on the ceiling. “Tell me,” I said, “where does Van Rijk fit into all this?”
She reacted, but not in the way I had expected. The surface of her forehead crinkled, and she looked suprised and suddenly, inexplicably, unsure of herself. Blankly she said, “Van Rijk?”
“Jorge Van Rijk.”
“Who is he?”
“You tell me.”
“I don’t know anyone by that name.”
“A fat, soft, well-dressed little man who travels with a pair of armed bodyguards. He’s supposed to be a tobacco merchant.”
“No. Why do you mention him?”
“He tried to pry information out of me about La Croix yesterday, and I told him to lump off. Last night he sent his bodyguards to take a couple of shots at me.”
“Shots?”
“Shots.”
“I don’t understand,” she said. “How would this Van Rijk know about La Croix?”
“Maybe La Croix agreed to sell him the figurine.”
“No.” She shook her head positively. “He would have gone to the buyer in Bangkok. He couldn’t have gotten anywhere near the price in Singapore.”
“Well, Van Rijk figures in somewhere,” I said. “He knew La Croix, and he was after La Croix; it doesn’t add up that it would be for any reason except the figurine.”
“Do you think Van Rijk killed him?”
“It’s possible.”
“Then… Van Rijk has the Burong Chabak?”
“Maybe.” I smiled at her. “And maybe I’ve got it. At any rate, I know where I can get it.”
She swept up the sun hat and got to her feet in a single motion. There was confusion and uncertainty in her face and in her motions, as if she didn’t know what to say or do next. She looked at me, worrying a corner of her lower lip with sharp white teeth-and somebody rapped out shave-and-a-haircut on the door.
I turned and the door opened and Harry Rutledge put his head inside. He glanced at me, fastened his eyes on the swell of Marla King’s breasts, and said loudly, “Here, here, this ain’t the afternoon tea, y’know. Sorry, miss, but we’ve got a shipment to offload.” He was smiling, but there was an edge to his voice; Harry had some Scottish blood in him, and he wanted full value for the lousy wages he paid.
“Miss King was just leaving.”
“Yes,” she said, “I was just leaving.”
“Will I see you later?” I asked her.
“I’ll call you.” She stepped past me, moved around Harry, and started away toward one of the godown’s side entrances. I went out and watched her; her hips rolled sensually beneath the tight white skirt, and the wide brim of the jarang hat flopped up and down like the wing of a bird about to take flight. When she had gone through the entrance, into the bright sunshine beyond, Harry looked at me a little enviously. “Love-ly,” he said, and rubbed the side of his peeling red nose with a forefinger. “Your current dolly, ducks?”
“No,” I answered. “Just the friend of a friend.”
“You ought to get next to that. She’s prime for a bit of slap and tickle. The Aussies are all bunnies, y’know.”
“Yeah,” I said.
He shook his head sadly. “You bloody Yanks have all the effing luck, I swear it.”
I said, “Yeah,” again, and then I left him there and went out into the midday heat and got back to work with the barrels of palm oil.
But I couldn’t put Marla King and La Croix and this Burong Chabak out of my mind. Some things made sense now. I knew what it was La Croix had been involved in, and I knew why he had wanted me to fly him to Thailand, and I knew at least part of the reason he had been killed. Poor La Croix. A petty crook in way over his head, hooked up with a green-eyed cat like Marla King. He should have known better than to get into it in the first place, and once in, he should have known better than to think he could pull off a double-cross. But La Croix’s kind never learned; they went blind and witless when you dangled big money in front of them, the same way Pavlov’s dogs began salivating at the ringing of a bell.
I wondered whose idea it had been for the theft of the jade figurine from the Museum of Oriental Art. La Croix had never been an idea man; he was a pawn, an android, somebody you programmed to carry out orders. And Marla King was too emotional, too easily flustered, to make much of a plotter. It was very possible that somebody else had put the two of them up to stealing the Burong Chabak. But who? Van Rijk? Marla’s surprise had seemed genuine when I’d sprung his name on her. If it was true that she didn’t know him, just where did he fit?
The hell with it, I thought. Let Inspector Tiong have what I had found out. I didn’t owe Marla King anything, and maybe she knew more than she was telling about La Croix’s death. Let Tiong work it out; that was what the city paid him for. The hell with it.
It was the same thing I had been saying for two days now.
And it was beginning to sound emptier and less convincing each time…



Chapter Seven


When the last barrel of palm oil was offloaded, and Harry had settled my day’s wages and promised me more coolie work for the next day, I went round to the Seaman’s Bar for a couple of iced beers. I lingered there until after five, stopped in at an Indonesian place for their special curry, and then walked back to Chinatown and my flat in Punyang Street.
There was a folded square of white paper wedged between the closed door and the jamb. I removed it, opened the door with my key, and stepped into the thick, faintly damp mugginess that always seems to gather in any room in Singapore closed off during the day. I opened windows and shutters first, then the folded square of paper.
Tiny feminine handwriting read: Dan — I tried to call you several times today but there was no answer. I’ve been so worried about you, after last night, and I feel so terrible for having run away as I did. I’m sure you’re all right, but I would feel much better knowing for certain. Won’t you come by to see me this evening, if you can?
Below that was a private-residence address out near the old Kallang Airport, and the signature Tina Kellogg.
I smiled a little. It had been a long time since anyone cared whether Dan Connell lived or died-except, sometimes, Dan Connell. A lot of the girls who come to Singapore are filled with the fiction-amplified notion of Southeast Asia as an area of exotic intrigue, and they find a certain adventurousness in associating with men like I am now and men like I once was, in sampling the lives we lead; but when genuine menace presents itself and they find their own security threatened, the glamour fades and the excitement turns to apprehension and fear-and you never see or hear from them again. Tina Kellogg seemed to have more courage and compassion than most; either that, or she was one of these girls who got some sort of thrill out of becoming involved with desperate men and desperate situations, so that the more danger there was, the better they liked it.
Well, Tina hadn’t struck me as that type-but you never know. In any event, she had asked to see me, and I didn’t see any reason why I shouldn’t oblige. In a way, I owed it to her; if it had not been for me, she wouldn’t have had the scare she obviously had had on Betar Road the night before.
I went into the half-bath, coaxed some rust-colored water out of the ancient shower unit and washed away the film of dried sweat that covered my body. My hands were better, in spite of the manual labor I had done at the godown that day; I put small Band-Aids over the two deepest gashes, salve on the rest. Then I dressed in a pair of white ducks and a fresh bush jacket, ran a comb through my hair, locked the door of my flat, and walked out into the noisy confusion that was Punyang Street eighteen out of every twenty-four hours.
The sky to the west was a deep, spreading pink, as if the dying sun were arterially pumping anemic blood in great spumes across the heavens. There is no real twilight in the tropics-the transition from day to night can be startlingly quick at times-and I knew that it would be dark in a matter of minutes. It was still very hot, and it would remain hot for several hours yet unless one of the frequent thundershowers came and went in the interim.
Taxi service is relatively inexpensive in Singapore, and I decided to take one out to the address Tina had written out on her note. A block from Punyang Street, I hailed a yellow H.C.S. diesel driven by a bearded Sikh; by the time we got onto East Coast Road it was full dark and there was a big white-gold moon sitting lopsided above the beaches and resorts to the east.
The address turned out to be a building in the Katong Bahru Housing Estate, between Geylang and Tua Peh Roads. It was less than ten years old, part of Singapore Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s extensive program to provide adequate housing for the island republic’s ever-increasing population. Constructed of bricks and hollow cement blocks, faced with granite and capped with a red-tile roof, it had forty-eight small, low-rent, self-contained units, each with its own private grillwork balcony.
Apartment 34, according to the mail slots in the vestibule, belonged to C. Rahman. The inner door was unlocked, and I thought as I climbed winding stone-and-cement steps to the third floor that Tina was lucky to be staying with a friend while she was in Singapore. The hotels in the Lion City, with the rise of tourism in recent years, had jacked up their prices proportionately and there was no longer any such thing as “inexpensive accommodations,” unless you were part of a package tour.
I found 34, at the rear, and rapped on the paneling. Footsteps sounded inside, a peephole in the door opened, and a gray eye looked out at me. I smiled at it. It went away and the door swung inward.
“Hello, Tina Kellogg,” I said.
There was a mixture of relief and shyness in her smile, and something else, too, a kind of nervous agitation that I couldn’t quite interpret. “Oh, Dan, I’m so glad you’re all right.”
“Sure, I’m just fine.”
“Please come in.”
She stepped aside and I went into a tiny sitting room with a brightly designed linoleum floor, a blue-and-white ersatz leather settee with matching chair, a single vinyl-topped end table that had a polished Chinese wood sculpture on it, and a metal-legged half-table set into a wall niche. But it was clean and neat and smelled pleasantly of sandalwood perfume.
Tina closed the door. “Sit down anywhere, Dan.”
I took one end of the settee. She sat on the matching chair and tugged the hem of a short white-linen skirt down on her knees. In addition to the skirt she wore a tight green high-collared samfu blouse that did nice things for her youthfully rounded breasts and made her look a little more Sybaritic than she had the night before. I supposed it had been either the blue-lighting in the Old Cathay or my consumption of Anchor Beer that had given her that previous virginal look of innocence. The sexual quality, however, made her even more beautiful.
“Would you like something to drink?” she asked. “There’s whisky and soda in the kitchenette-or what passes for the kitchenette in this place. It’s really terribly small, and if Chana were here we’d be sure to bump into each other every time we turned around. But she’s visiting some relatives in Sarawak for the month, and so the arrangements are fine.”
“I don’t care for whisky and soda much,” I said. “Thanks anyway.”
She looked at me seriously with her large gray eyes. “Those two men last night… who were they, Dan?”
I shrugged. “Old enemies, maybe.”
“They didn’t hurt you?”
“No.”
“How did you get away from them?”
“I’m good at climbing fences.”
“I heard gunshots…”
“Yeah.”
She shivered. “I guess I shouldn’t have run away, but I was really very frightened. I just didn’t know what was happening.”
“You did the right thing.”
“Well, I began thinking after I got back here that I should have tried to help in some way.”
“There was nothing you could have done.”
“I suppose not. But I was… well, concerned for you.”
“I didn’t know I’d made that strong an impression.”
“Oh, you did,” she said. “I should have called you last night, but there’s no telephone here and I didn’t want to go out again. I was pretty shaken up. This morning I looked up your name in the directory and it wasn’t listed-but when I called Information they said you had a phone and gave me the number. Then, when I couldn’t reach you, I sent a boy around with that note…” She stopped speaking and bit at her lower lip for a moment, as if she were arranging in her mind what she was about to say next and was embarrassed by it. Finally, in a rush, “Oh damn, I’m a selfish person, Dan, it wasn’t just that I was concerned about you that I asked you to come here tonight, there’s another reason…”
I waited, and when she didn’t go on I said, “What would it be, this other reason?”
“Well… you said you were once a smuggler, and I thought… I mean, I told you about the series of articles I’m planning to do on this area and how I want to use them to get on with one of the U.S. magazines. But people are always doing travel pieces and you have to have some kind of different slant or fresh human interest topic to interest an editor these days…”
“So you thought you’d do one on smuggling.”
“Yes. It would be perfect, Dan! I mean, you said last night that it was an ugly, dirty business and you know what’s going on inside it from your past experiences and you could name names and quote figures and things. Maybe you could even introduce me to some of those men who are smuggling now, right here on Singapore, on some pretext or other, so that I could get some sort of firsthand impression…”
A pair of louvered doors stood open across the room, beyond which was the private balcony for this apartment. I got up and went there and looked out at the lights of Singapore silhouetted against a black tropical sky. I could feel Tina’s eyes on my back, and after a time I turned and faced her again.
“Look, little girl,” I said, “most of the people I used to deal with would cut your heart out for a hundred Singapore dollars-and mine for nothing at all. Remember what happened last night; that’s the way these people play. I wouldn’t expose you to them, in any way, shape, or form-in the first place because I couldn’t guarantee your safety; and in the second place, Singapore is my home and I like it here and if I wanted to stay alive I’d have to move, fast and far, long before any article like the one you suggest came out in print.”
“But I wouldn’t use your name.”
“You wouldn’t have to.”
“Dan, if this article sells it could mean a lot of money-and half of it would be yours.”
“I had a lot of money once,” I told her. “It doesn’t mean much to me any more.”
She spread her hands in an exasperated way. “Won’t you at least give me the name of someone I can interview on my own?”
“No. And I’ve already told you why.”
“Dan, I can take care of myself.”
“Sure you can.”
“Then won’t you-?”
“No, I won’t. Look, forget about it, will you? That’s the best thing you can do. Just forget about it.”
“But I can’t!” She took a deep breath, and her eyes lidded slightly and she drew her shoulders back, so that her breasts arched in sharp relief against the samfu blouse. Oh Christ, I thought. She came toward me in a loose, sensual walk. “Dan, an article like this could mean a great deal to me, to my career. I… I’d be willing to do anything for the kind of help I need…”
I stepped away from her. “You can turn off the sex, little girl. I don’t want your fair young body, at least not for something I can’t and won’t deliver in exchange. I’ll tell you again, flat out, in plain English: I won’t help you write an article on smuggling on Singapore or anywhere else in Southeast Asia, and if you try it on your own, a little girl like you, the jackals will very probably pick you apart and fight over one another doing it. Take my advice, Tina: write something nice and innocuous on Singapore as the Pearl of the South China Sea, and then go home where you belong.”
She stared at me for a long moment, her small jaw trembling, her gray eyes flashing with emotion, and then she turned and fled the room through a doorway beyond the settee. I stood by the louvered doors, and I could hear her in the bedroom. I wanted to get out of there. There was no point in staying, no point in facing her again. I had said what had to be said, and it was up to her from here on in; nothing else I could do or say would matter much.
I walked to the door and let myself out and walked down to the street. The night was cooler now, and the scent of frangipani was thickly fragrant on the still air. I found a taxi after a couple of minutes and rode back to Chinatown with the rear windows rolled down to enjoy a little of the temperature drop.
When the Tamil driver let me out, two blocks from Punyang Street, I debated walking over to the Seaman’s Bar for an Anchor Beer or two. I decided against it; I was tired, and I wanted some quiet relaxation for the balance of the evening. So I walked home through the conglomerate of night shoppers and strolling street vendors, beggars and clown-painted whores, little brown boys with trays of shoe polish crying, “Soo sine! Soo sine! Hey, ten sen, Joe, looky here!”
I reached my building and climbed the stairs and went down the hallway to my door. The feeling of wrongness settled coldly and immediately on the back of my neck when I put my key in the lock and found it wouldn’t turn. That meant that the door was unlocked, and I distinctly remembered using the key on it when I’d left to see Tina Kellogg. Anger made my temples throb in sudden tempo, and I pushed the latch handle down and kicked the door open, hanging back, half-turned so that I could either go through the door or up against the hallway wall.
The lights were on inside and I had company, all right.
Just one visitor, as far as I could see, but that one was too damned many.
Jorge Van Rijk.



Chapter Eight


He was sitting on a batik-covered rattan chair, smoking one of his English cigarettes and wearing his gingerbread-boy smile. His suit was the color of cultured pearls this time around, and he had substituted a blue-silk ascot for the tie he had worn the previous day; he looked painfully out of place among the shabby possessions of a man he undoubtedly considered to be one of Singapore’s profanus vulgus.
I stayed where I was, outside the doorway, and looked the room over. It seemed otherwise empty. Van Rijk said, “I’m quite alone, Mr. Connell. You needn’t fear.” He spread his arms in a relaxed, corroborating gesture.
I took a couple of steps forward, cautiously, poised. Nothing happened. I decided he was telling the truth, but I left the door open just the same. “How did you get in here?”
“The locks in these Chinatown tenements are flimsy at best,” he answered and shrugged. He tapped his cigarette out daintily in the shell ashtray on an adjacent table; light from the overhead bulb reflected brightly off the jade lion’s head ring on his little finger. “I have damaged nothing, I assure you.”
“You’ve got a lot of balls after what happened last night. Or don’t your boys confess their mistakes?”
“Mistake is precisely the proper word,” Van Rijk said. “What took place near the Old Cathay last evening was a most unfortunate incident. It should never have happened. Khee was not acting on my orders when he, ah, fired at you, Mr. Connell. I severely reprimanded him for it.”
“I’ll bet you did.”
“He’s quite simple-minded, you know. You hurt him rather badly, both physically and in his Asian pride, and he reacted as one might expect a simpleton to react.” Van Rijk shook his head sadly and sighed. “I apologize deeply for Khee’s foolishness-and yes, for my own rash words yesterday. I was highly agitated, and I, too, allowed my baser emotions to briefly take hold.”
“You’re so full of shit I can smell you from here, Van Rijk. I ought to throw you out on your fat ass.”
He looked pained. “Please, Mr. Connell. Can’t we speak and act like gentlemen?”
“Just what is it you want?”
“Merely a few moments of your time. That is why I came alone tonight. I did not think you would care to talk freely with Khee and Tulloh in my presence.”
“Talk about what? La Croix, maybe?”
“You have heard of his death?”
“I’ve heard of it.”
“The King girl killed him, of course.”
“What King girl?”
“Really now, Mr. Connell, let’s not do any more fencing.”
“Listen, I don’t know anything except that you were looking for La Croix yesterday morning, and last night he turns up dead. He was a friend of mine, Van Rijk. I don’t like to see my friends murdered.”
“You think I had him killed?”
“Didn’t you?”
“Certainly not! If I had, would I be here talking to you this evening?”
“Why not?”
“There would be no need for it. Khee and Tulloh are most thorough. When they ask questions, the proper answers are shortly forthcoming.” He shuddered faintly, as if recalling a past interrogation conducted by Khee and Tulloh.
I thought: If Inspector Tiong talked to him about La Croix’s death-and about the attack on me-he couldn’t have found out much, or been able to prove anything at all. Van Rijk wouldn’t be running around loose if it were otherwise. And he couldn’t have mentioned my name to Van Rijk, either, or the fat bastard wouldn’t have come here alone and smiling. I was going to have to do some of Tiong’s work for him, the way I had done with Marla King.
I said, “What was La Croix to you? Why were you looking for him?”
“He had something which belongs to me.”
“Such as?”
“An item of great value.”
“What sort of item?”
“Perhaps he told you himself, yesterday morning.”
“He didn’t tell me anything.”
“Or perhaps Marla King told you.”
“Who’s Marla King?”
I watched the mildness go out of those liquidy blue eyes of his for a brief instant, as it had the day before at the waterfront eating stall; but he regained control of his temper and gave me one of his gingerbread smiles. “Do you take me for a fool, Mr. Connell?”
“No,” I said truthfully. “You’re a lot of things, Van Rijk, but a fool isn’t one of them.”
“Then why do you persist in playing the innocent?”
“All right. Nobody told me anything. I don’t have any idea what it is La Croix had that belongs to you.”
“That is just as well,” he said. “It is better for all concerned that you do not know.”
It was the sort of thing I had expected him to say-and that was the reason I hadn’t admitted knowing about the figurine. Van Rijk was a dangerous man, and the less he thought I knew, the better it was for me. It was obvious that he didn’t think, as Marla King had, that I had the Burong Chabak; he was after something else, and I was fairly certain I knew what it was.
I said, “Make your pitch, Van Rijk.”
“Pitch?”
“You came here for a specific reason. Let’s hear it.”
“Very well.” He looked at me steadily. “I came here to offer you twenty thousand Straits dollars.”
“For what?”
“For the delivery into my hands of Marla King.”
“Because you think she killed La Croix.”
“Oh, she killed him. Most certainly.”
“And because you think she’s got this item of yours.”
“Quite correct.”
“What makes you think I know where to find her?”
“She came to you once. She will come again.”
“Why should she have come to me in the first place?”
“For the same reason as Monsieur La Croix.”
“Passage out of Singapore?”
“Exactly.”
“Why couldn’t she get out by the normal means?”
“She has very little money, and she will not be able to dispose of the item now in her possession on the island. She also happens to be on Singapore illegally.”
“Do you think I agreed to take her out?”
“I have no idea. But I do know that she could not have offered you anything approximating the sum of twenty thousand Straits dollars. And we are all mercenaries, are we not, Mr. Connell?”
I smiled at him. “She could have promised me half the worth of this item of yours,” I said. “That might be a hell of a lot more than twenty thousand Straits dollars.”
He blinked, and I knew that the idea hadn’t occurred to him before now. His soft mouth underwent a transformation, and the blue eyes were like chips of bright glass. “Did she make such an offer?” he asked softly.
I was pushing him too much again. I said, “No,” and crossed the room to the ice-cooler. When I had popped the cap on a bottle of Anchor Beer, I turned; Van Rijk was sitting forward in the rattan armchair, watching me intently.
“Well, Mr. Connell?”
I had a long drink from the bottle and went over to the settee near the window and sat down. “I’ll see what I can do.”
He relaxed. As far as he was concerned, our roles were fixed: master and hired menial. The power of the long green — a power I had, for too many years, used and abused with the same confidence and indifference as Van Rijk.
He removed a box of Players from an inside pocket of his suit jacket, opened it, and placed another of the cigarettes carefully between his lips; he fired it just as carefully with the jade-and-gold lighter. “I do not pay in advance for services not yet rendered,” he said. “When you have delivered the girl, I will see to it that you receive the amount I promised you.”
“Or a knife in the back.”
He gave me that injured look again. “You do me a great injustice, Mr. Connell. I am an honorable man.”
“Sure you are.”
“I would extend one word of warning, however.”
“I’m listening.”
“Should you be offered a percentage of the item which belongs to me, or by some method come into possession of it yourself, it would be most unwise for you to consider a double-cross. The grass may seem of a greener hue elsewhere, but green grass ofttimes conceals a shallow grave. Do I make myself clear?”
“The pointed homilies aren’t necessary, Van Rijk. I don’t underestimate you in the slightest.”
The gingerbread smile. “I am glad we understand each other.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Now how do I get in touch with you?”
“I will call you tomorrow evening at seven o‘clock,” he answered. “And each evening after that at the same time, should it be necessary. When Marla King contacts you again, you will arrange to meet her at an isolated location — Bukit Batok Hill, perhaps-at nine o’clock that same evening.”
“And then you keep the date.”
“Certainly.”
“Suppose she balks at the meeting place and wants it public?”
“Then it will be up to you to put her in my hands as best you can.”
“I get the feeling you don’t trust me much, Van Rijk.”
“No more than you apparently trust me.”
I shrugged. “Such is life in Southeast Asia.”
He liked that. He let me hear his burr-edged laugh. “Indeed,” he said. “Oh yes, indeed, Mr. Connell!”
“All right,” I told him. “We’ll do it your way. There’s just one thing.”
“Yes?”
“Keep your boys off my tail and off my neck. I wouldn’t want any more ‘mistakes’ like last night.”
“There will be no further difficulties, I assure you. Unless, of course, such measures are warranted.”
“You don’t have to beat it into the ground, Van Rijk. I told you I’ve got the message.”
“Yes, so you did.” He stood up. “I believe we have discussed everything of mutual interest, Mr. Connell. I will bid you a good evening.”
I made a gesture with my left hand and tilted the bottle of Anchor Beer. Van Rijk moved across the room, trailing curls of cigarette smoke, and went out without looking at me again and without saying anything else; you didn’t observe the amenities with hired rabble.
I said, “Up yours, chubs,” to the closed door and drank off the last of the beer. I was beginning to feel a deep fatigue. The work I had done for Harry Rutledge had been physically exhausting, and it had been a long day in several other respects. Tomorrow promised to be an even longer one. I didn’t much care for the prospect of setting foot inside the walls of the Central Police Station, but that was the one sure way of getting out from under this whole goddam thing and I knew that I didn’t have much choice if I wanted to keep on living clean in Singapore.
I was even going to enjoy it a little, the way the knitting ladies must have enjoyed the public guillotine executions during the French Revolution.
Heads were going to roll, all right.
And Van Rijk’s would be first in line.



Chapter Nine


The lettering on the pebbled door glass said:
KOK CHIN TIONG
INSPECTOR OF POLICE
It was located at the end of a long, narrow corridor in the Central Police Station, one of several similar doors with similar lettering. I opened it and walked in without knocking. Tiong had kept me waiting for better than a half hour in an anteroom before he had consented to see me, and I was in no mood to observe the proprieties.
The office was small and spartan and meticulous. There were a metal desk and two metal visitor’s chairs and a wooden table with a gently whirring fan on its top, set under the only window. Venetian blinds were drawn against the glare of the early morning sun, but the fluorescent ceiling lights which illuminated the cubicle made it seem as hot and bright as noon in there.
Tiong looked up from where he sat behind the desk, and a small frown dipped the corners of his brown mouth. I shut the door and went to one of the chairs and sat down without being invited. He watched me and said nothing, but I could feel his dislike as if it were something tangible created by his small, hard, alert eyes.
I lit a cigarette and blew smoke a little to one side of him. He kept on watching me. There was a file folder open in front of him, and I knew without looking at it that it was my file. There were a lot of papers there-too many papers.
Tiong said at length, “I have just been refreshing my memory as to your past activities, Mr. Connell. I am not enjoying what I read here.”
I shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do to change what I once was.”
“Once was?”
“Once was.”
“Leopards seldom change their spots, Mr. Connell.”
“Listen, Inspector, I’m clean. I’ve been just another citizen for two years and you know it.”
“I know nothing of the kind.”
“If that file is half as complete as you’d like me to believe, you damned well do know it.”
“The file is most complete,” he said. “There is very little about your past of which I am not aware.”
I wondered how much truth there was in that statement. I wondered if he knew, or cared to know, about the scared young kid who had gone to Korea in 1954 to fly an F-86 sabrejet, and of the things he had seen and done that had too quickly, too cynically, turned him into a man; about the girl who had promised to wait for that boy-man in San Francisco, his home-and the three trite paragraphs on a single sheet of scented pink stationery received in Inchon, South Korea, that had shattered what idealism remained in him and destroyed all his desire to return to the place of his youth; about the aimless wandering for two years following his discharge, looking for something, for roots, for peace of mind, looking and never finding; about the Belgian who ran a small air freight line out of Kuala Lumpur, and who had offered excitement and the fast dollar flying weapons into Indonesia during their struggle for independence with the Dutch; about the substitutes of easy living and big money for the things that should have counted in his life over six years and seventy-nine nighttime runs across the Straits of Malacca, dodging bullets, soldiers and himself during Sukarno’s konfrontasi with the Federation of Malaysia; about the prospect of even more of the bitch goddess Money, and the graduation to the black market smuggling of contraband and illicit art objects, and the contacts this lucrative hauling made for him; about the move to Singapore and the purchase of a couple of DC-3s and his own freight line in partnership with a quiet, honest young guy named Pete Falco, whom he had known in Korea — simply because Pete had a solid reputation with the government, and it had seemed like a very good idea to bring him in on the legitimate end of things; about the warm and genuine friendship that had grown and prospered between him and Pete, and the way he had thought he would be helping his friend by bringing him in on the smuggling angle he had so carefully concealed previously; about Pete’s refusal, and the way he had kept after him and finally convinced him to make that one run to Penang with the load of contraband silk; about Pete’s protests and the crash and the waking up in a hospital in Wellesley Province three days later with a broken leg and a few minor burns, hearing Pete’s scream of terror echoing in his mind, finding out that Pete was dead; about dying a little inside, and understanding what he was, what he had become, and giving it all up because the bitch goddess meant nothing to him any more-there was not much of anything that was meaningful in his life any more…
I realized Tiong was speaking to me, and again I pushed the memories back into the dark corners of my mind. “What did you say?”
“I asked you, Mr. Connell, why you came here this morning.”
“To get you off my neck, that’s why.”
“I do not believe I understand.”
“I can put the principal suspect in the death of the Frenchman, La Croix, right in your lap,” I said. “And in the process, I can tie Van Rijk into it-and into the theft of the Burong Chabak from the Museum of Oriental Art.”
Tiong’s back stiffened into a regimental pose. “What do you know of the Burong Chabak?”
“I know that La Croix was one of the ones who stole it,” I told him. “The other was a woman named Marla King. Your friend the tobacco merchant was involved, too-I’m not sure how.”
Tiong stared at me for a long moment. Then he folded his hands on top of the papers in my file and said patiently, “You will please explain how you came by this information.”
I told him about Marla King’s visit to the godown the previous afternoon, and about the talk I had had with Van Rijk in my flat. I said then, “I don’t think there’s any doubt that the girl will get in touch with me sooner or later. When she does, I’ll set up a meeting with her, just as Van Rijk wants me to do. Then I’ll wait for him to call, and tell him the location of the meeting, and you can be there waiting to catch the two of them together. That way, you ought to be able to get one or the other to incriminate himself.”
Tiong sat in silence, studying his folded hands in a speculative way. At least two minutes had crawled away before he raised his head to look at me again. “Why have you told me all of this, Mr. Connell?”
“Because I want to be left alone. Everyone keeps trying to involve me in this thing, and I don’t want to be involved.”
“That is the only reason?”
“Yes.”
“You realize, there is no reward for the recovery of the Burong Chabak.”
“I’m not interested in rewards or jade figurines, or even that a great amount of justice gets done,” I said. “I don’t like Van Rijk and I don’t owe anything to Marla King. The way I see it, one of them killed La Croix-and because he was a friend of sorts, I’d like you to have his killer. That’s the sum total of my motivations.”
“I find it somewhat difficult to believe that a man of your background would turn his back on twenty thousand Straits dollars. That is the sum you said Van Rijk offered you, is it not?”
“That’s it. And it doesn’t interest me in the least.”
“Why not?”
“Money doesn’t mean much to me these days.”
“Money means something to every man.”
“In varying degrees.”
“You would have me believe that a man such as you, a man who smuggled arms and contraband for high prices, a man who once cast money about Singapore as if it were leaves on a pond-you would have me believe that man has no interest in money?”
“Why do you think I gave up my villa on Ponggol Point, and the Eurasian women, and the parties, and the smuggling? Why do you think I live in a Chinatown tenement and work coolie labor on the river?”
“Primarily because your commercial license was revoked, and you were forced to sell what remained of your possessions after the government seizure. It is also my theory that you had a falling out with certain of the men with whom you dealt, that you came into their disfavor.”
“Bullshit,” I said.
“Yes? What is your version, then?”
“Pete Falco is my version, though I doubt if you’d understand. But you can understand this: I don’t work the black market any more, I don’t fly any more, I don’t play games with the government any more. Those are facts, and because they are you can’t discredit them. It’s also a fact that I don’t give a damn for money, except what I need for food and shelter, and that’s why Van Rijk’s twenty thousand Straits dollars is so much sawdust as far as I’m concerned.”
Tiong’s eyes searched my face and found nothing he wanted. His own features were completely expressionless, but behind the mask lay doubt and suspicion. He was certain, in his one-track Asian cop’s mind, that I had some kind of underlying monetary motive for coming here as I had done. Once a penjahat, always and forever a penjahat — his philosophy was as simple and unyielding as that. And that righteously implacable certainty made him a dangerous man where I was concerned. If I had been trying to con him in any way, I would have been worried; as it was, even when he finally realized that I was being completely open and honest with him, his insular beliefs wouldn’t allow him to apologize to me, or to judge me in any different light. In his eyes I bore the indelible mark of Cain.
He said finally, his mouth thinner than it had been, “Van Rijk is a man who cannot be trusted-a vicious man behind a genteel facade. Perhaps you fear him, Mr. Connell, and rightly so after his alleged attack on you the other evening. Perhaps you thought that your payment for helping him locate the girl would not be the twenty thousand Straits dollars, but a death sentence instead. That would be a good reason for coming to me, would it not? A simple matter of self-preservation.”
“All right, there’s a little of that involved too-but not as much as you’d like to think. Van Rijk could be a snow bunny and I wouldn’t take a cent from him.”
“Self-preservation,” Tiong said again, as if he liked the sound of the words. Then abruptly he leaned forward, and I knew even before he spoke that he had finally succeeded in dredging up an underlying motive for my visit. “If you had murdered the French national in order to obtain the Burong Chabak, and you found the others involved in the theft beginning to apply pressure, what would you do, Mr. Connell?”
“You tell me,” I said thinly.
“You would want to eliminate them,” Tiong answered. “And the simplest method of doing that would be to turn them in to the polis. Then you would be free to dispose of the figurine at your leisure.”
“You’re forgetting that you didn’t connect me or La Croix to the theft of the Burong Chabak until I came into this office and told you he and Marla King had stolen it. Now wouldn’t I be a damned fool to make that connection for you, with the reputation I’ve got, if I’d committed murder to get the thing in the first place?”
“Shrewd men often adopt the guise of a fool.”
“Not in the Lion City.”
“The Burong Chabak is worth the chance.”
“For men like Van Rijk, maybe. Not for me.”
“Ah yes, you no longer care for money or material riches.”
I made an effort to control the anger mounting inside me. “Listen, Tiong, do you want my help in getting Van Rijk and Marla King, or don’t you? I’m tired of your goddam insinuations, and if you keep twisting things around so you can satisfy yourself that I’m up to something, I’ll walk out of here and you can go to hell after Van Rijk and King and the jade figurine before you’ll get any more co-operation out of me.”
He tried to stare me down, failed, and got to his feet and came around his desk to stand over me. I sat still, watching him without blinking; if he thought the psychological advantage of looking down on me was going to get him anything, he was sadly mistaken. “Very well,” he said, “I will assume for the moment that your intentions are as you stated them. We will question Van Rijk and Maria King, but I warn you, Mr. Connell, that if it develops you are more deeply involved in the theft of the Burong Chabak and the death of the French national than you profess, I will personally see to it that you spend the rest of your life with bars separating you from the decent citizens of Singapore.”
I said, “Okay, you’ve made your point.”
“I hope I have.”
“Do you want to work a setup the way I suggested?”
“It would seem to be the best way,” he agreed grudgingly.
“Then I’ll call you when Marla King makes contact.”
“And when do you think that will be?”
“Maybe tonight.”
He put a forefinger to his upper lip. “She denied knowing Van Rijk, is that correct?”
“She said she’d never heard of him.”
“How do you explain that?”
“I can’t explain it. Unless she’s a damned good actress, for reasons of her own.”
“Van Rijk obviously knows her.”
“Obviously.”
“How is that possible?”
“Maybe La Croix double-crossed the girl and, in spite of her assurance to the contrary, made a deal on his own for the sale of the figurine to Van Rijk. If so, La Croix could have mentioned his partner in the theft; that would answer your question. It would also define his part in this business.”
“Do you believe he killed the French national?”
“I like him for it more than Marla King.”
“Then you think he is the one who has the Burong Chabak?”
“Maybe. I don’t know.”
“The girl, then, in spite of her denials?”
“It could be. But she seemed to think I’ve got it.”
“And Van Rijk did not.”
“No. According to him, King has it and she killed La Croix to get it. That’s the reason why he tried to get me to sell her out to him-or so he wanted me to think.”
“It is also possible that neither of them has it,” Tiong said.
“Meaning me again?”
He shrugged.
I said, “There’s another angle too: La Croix might have hidden the figurine somewhere before he was killed, and his killer was unable to determine the location. If that’s the case, you’re going to play hell finding it.”
“The Museum of Oriental Art would not like that,” Tiong said. “And neither would I.”
“It isn’t my problem either way.”
“That remains to be seen.”
“God damn it, Tiong-”
He turned away from me and walked behind his desk again. “Is there anything else you wish to tell me?”
“I don’t know anything else.”
“Very well. I will expect to hear from you again shortly. Selamat jalan, Mr. Connell.”
I stood up. The muscles in my neck and shoulders were bunched tightly with anger. Tiong was sitting now, peering at the papers in my file; he had dismissed me, and I was simply no longer there. I wanted to say something to him, but I was afraid that if I opened my mouth I would make things worse than they already were. I turned and went to the door and through it, slamming it shut behind me just hard enough to rattle the pebbled glass.
When I came out of the building, into the hot bright glare of morning, I paused to light a cigarette. The meeting with Tiong had not gone at all as I expected, and I wondered if I hadn’t made a mistake in coming to the Central Police Station today. But what choice had I had, really? I wanted nothing to do with Van Rijk, or Maria King, or the Burong Chabak, and since each of them had kept insistently touching my life the past couple of days, my only alternative had been to dump the whole thing in Tiong’s lap.
It would work out all right, I thought, if he forced a confession out of Van Rijk or Marla King and recovered the jade figurine intact. He would have no recourse, then, but to let me off the hook. If he didn’t get a confession-and more importantly, if he failed to recover the Burong Chabak — I had the uneasy feeling that he would focus his attention entirely on me, that I would end up the scapegoat. I was marked lousy in his book, and there was just nothing I could do to alter his fixed opinion.
The irony of it all was bitter: I had gotten myself into what could be the deepest trouble of my life simply by trying to stay out of trouble, by trying to do the right thing.



Chapter Ten


The telephone began ringing immediately after I let myself into my flat a few minutes past three that afternoon.
I answered it on the third ring, and it was Tina Kellogg. She said in the eager, faintly petulant voice of a child, “Oh, Dan, I’ve been trying to reach you all day! Why did you walk out on me last night?”
“There was nothing more to say.”
“It was still a cruel thing to do.”
“Life is a cruel thing, little girl.”
“Dan, please, won’t you reconsider about helping me with my article? It means so much to me…”
“I told you what I thought about your article,” I said. “Take my advice and forget it. Before you get hurt.”
“I can’t, I just can’t. Dan… won’t you come by and let me talk to you one more time? Please?”
“No,” I said. “Goodbye, Tina.”
I put the handset down and went over to open the shutters and let some air into the stifling room. Then I switched on the ceiling fan and got an iced Anchor Beer out of the cooler and sprawled out with it on the settee. I was damned tired. The cargo for offloading at Harry Rutledge’s godown today had been heavy containers of raw pepper from Sarawak in North Borneo, and the six hours I had spent jockeying them in the broiling sun had left me feeling drained and dehydrated.
The call from Tina Kellogg had not helped matters any. She was a nice kid, if far too naive when it came to simple evil and the men who embraced it. I could have gone to see her again, as she’d asked, and tried to lay it all out bright and clear for her to understand; and if it had seemed necessary I might have done so. But as it was I didn’t think she could get very deeply involved on her own, without contacts, and after a while the idea would seem less appealing to her. She would forget about it, in favor of the kind of innocuous articles I had suggested, and she would forget about me too. That was just as it should be.
I drank my beer, listening to the street sounds filtering in through the open window, the languid rotations of the fan overhead. I had hoped that Marla King would make some kind of effort to contact me at the godown today, but there had been no visitors and no telephone calls. The ramifications if she failed to get in touch with me at all were not pleasant. Van Rijk could conceivably locate her without my help, and if that happened I would be able to deliver neither one to Tiong. Too, there was the possibility that she would decide I didn’t have the figurine-or, if she had had it all along, that I couldn’t help her. In that eventuality, I could deliver only Van Rijk by setting up a dummy meeting, and that seemed rather pointless since Tiong undoubtedly knew where to find Van Rijk, as a local merchant, if he wanted him badly enough. My position with Tiong and the Singapore police, in any of those instances, could only be worsened.
I went into the half-bath, stripped, and stood under the tepid shower for several minutes. Then I lay down under the mosquito netting on the bed and tried to sleep. It was useless. The beer didn’t seem to co-exist particularly well with the shashlik and rice I had eaten before returning home, and there was a heavy sourness in the pit of my stomach. The omnipresent heat did nothing to alleviate that or the tautness of my nerves.
After a while I got up again and put on a pair of shorts and padded out into the front room to smoke a couple of cigarettes. In one of the neighboring flats a Chinese woman screamed at her husband in shrill Cantonese, and in another someone was playing a tinny melody on a Chinese flute. Outside, Punyang Street was in its usual state of bedlam-voices raised into a jumbled cacophony, like a recorded tape played two speeds too fast. The intermittent explosions of firecrackers added a discordant accompaniment. Every day is Chinese New Year in this section of Singapore.
I looked at my watch: 4:05.
And the telephone rang.
I crossed to it, thinking that it had to be either Tina Kellogg calling to plead for my help again, or Van Rijk checking in early, or Marla King. I seldom received social calls. I had no real reason for keeping a phone at all, except that I had always had one and long-standing habits of convenience are hard to break; too, a telephone is considered a luxury in Southeast Asia, and it was one of the few luxuries I could afford or maintained a degree of pleasure in having.
I caught up the receiver, said, “Connell.”
“This is Maria King.”
I released a soft breath. “It’s about time you decided to get in touch, lady.”
“I wanted to give you time to get the figurine. Do you have it now?” Her voice was breathless, excited, nervous-and yet she still sounded vaguely uncertain of herself.
I said, “It’s where I can put my hands on it.”
“How soon?”
“Tonight.”
“Good! How long will it take you?”
“A few hours.”
“Can’t you make it sooner?”
“No,” I said.
“Well, what time then?”
“Nine o’clock.”
“All right.”
“When do we see the buyer?”
“As soon as we can figure a way to get the figurine out of Singapore. We’ll have to smuggle it into Thailand.”
“I can handle that part of it.”
“Just remember-the three of us go together.”
“You, me, and the Burong Chabak.”
“That’s the deal, Connell.”
“Fair enough. Where do I meet you tonight?”
“I’ll be at Number Seven Tampines Road. Do you know where that is?”
“Out by the New World Amusement Park, isn’t it?”
“That’s right-just off Lavender Street.”
“I’ll find it.”
“Don’t be late, Connell,” she said, and the line clicked and began to buzz emptily in my ear.
I called the Central Police Station immediately and asked for Tiong. He was still there. When he came on the line I said, “I just heard from Marla King. She’s expecting me at nine tonight, at Number Seven Tampines Road. I don’t know if that’s a private residence or not-I didn’t want to press her-but judging from the area it probably is.”
“What else did she say?”
“Not much. I’m supposed to be bringing the Burong Chabak, and we’re to work up a way to get it-and us-out of Singapore and into Thailand to the buyer.”
“She apparently does not have the figurine, then.”
“That’s how it would seem.”
“Has Van Rijk called you as yet?”
“No. He said seven o’clock.”
“You will tell him nothing more than the time of the meeting.”
“Of course not.”
“Very well. Please present yourself at my office at nine tomorrow morning. We will talk further at that time.”
“I’ll be there. But just remember, Tiong: I’m co-operating one hundred percent on this.”
“For your sake, Mr. Connell, I hope you are.”
I dropped the receiver into its cradle. The room had grown darker, muggier, and I went over to the window to look at the sky. The near horizon was thickly restless with black-veined clouds. The smell of heavy rain permeated the air, and thunder rumbled faintly in the distance like angry native drums.
I returned to the bedroom and put on a fresh change of clothes and went out for a walk. I had better than two and a half hours until Van Rijk’s call, and it would be considerably cooler in the streets following the impending thundershower. The rains came down in a cascade of water for a while, as if the sky had been cracked open like an egg, and then abated as quickly as they had come; the heavens would be a hot and shimmering blue again within an hour, and the sidewalks and streets would dry like a shirt under a steam press twenty minutes after the sun reappeared.
I walked down to Telok Ayer Basin and stood on the seawall, looking out at the ships lying in the Inner and Outer Roads of the Harbor. There was a humming wind now. The gray water rolled and churned under the force of it, rocking the freighters and lighters and sampans and junks like bathtub toys. In the basin itself, where small boats and pleasure craft were berthed, the water was calmer and the Malay and Chinese boatmen paid little or no attention to the clouds which had now consumed all of the day’s brightness.
When the rains began, I found shelter in Raffles Quay and watched the slanting sheets of water drench unsuspecting tourists dressed in shorts and halters or bright silk shirts. The sight pleased me, as it always did, in a perverse sort of way.
The deluge dissolved into a light drizzle after half an hour, finally ceasing altogether. The gray-black clouds shifted and separated as if they were pieces in a huge jigsaw puzzle, and patches of radiant tropical indigo shone through. The air was fresh and cool, the sweetness of frangipani and jasmine softer, less overripe; beads of water dripped gently from awnings and balconies and the fronds of royal and chamadora palms. This was the nicest time of any day in the Lion City.
I walked back to Chinatown and Punyang Street. The sun was out again, and steam rose in wispy spirals from the drying pavements. I crossed through the jostling crowd that had regathered in the narrow expanse, squeezed past a hawker selling ornamental jadam trays, and stepped under the Five Foot Ways to enter the semidark vestibule of my building.
I had one foot on the bottom step in the set of stairs leading to the upper floors when I heard or sensed the movement in the shadows behind me. The hair on the back of my neck prickled, and I started to turn, bringing my hands up instinctively. I had a quick, subliminal glimpse of a whiteness that may have been a face or an article of clothing, and then something hard and unyielding hammered into the side of my head just above the right temple. The pain was white and black and red fragments, like shrapnel bursting through my head, paralyzing my muscles and shriveling my groin, and I went hard to my knees.
I couldn’t move, I couldn’t think. There was a thick redness just in back of my eyes, undulating, curdling, like oil paint swirled through water, like blood stirred with a stick. It was as if the force of the blow had reversed the pupils of my eyes, so that I could see inward but not outward, see what lay behind my eyes instead of what lay without.
I knew he was going to hit me again. I knew there would be another blow, more pain fragments. I knew there would be black emptiness, but I was powerless to prevent it, powerless to move, and then it



Chapter Eleven


There was light, and there was heat.
The light was the effulgent glare of the tropical sun, or of a naked lamp bulb, pressing against my closed eyelids; the heat was the stale mugginess of a closed room, thick and harsh in the lungs like invisible steam. A third awareness came three or four heartbeats later, and it was of pain-a rhythmic ebb and flow, savage in my temples and in back of my forehead even though I lay completely motionless.
A long time passed, days and weeks passed, and finally I was fully conscious and able to make the muscles in my neck obey the command of my brain. I turned my head a little, to bring my eyes out of the glare. The movement unleashed a new flood of agony. My cheek touched the rough surface of a floor matting-rattan, probably-and the odor of dust was acrid in my nostrils.
I lay still again, waiting for the pain to subside. When it did, I forced my eyelids upwards, into slits. I had double vision for a moment, and then the room settled into focus and I could see part of a wall, bare except for a cork-type bulletin board some three feet in diameter; various-sized sheets of paper were thumb-tacked to the cork, with no particular attempt at neatness. A chipped metal file cabinet had been backed into the right-angle of that wall and another, just beyond the board.
Carefully, I rolled my head in a reverse quadrant and looked up at an acoustical tile ceiling with cobwebs like gray moss in the two visible corners. Another pause, another breath, another quadrant to the light again. Its source was a lamp, all right, a goose-necked thing that had been set at the edge of an old teak desk so that the glare was tilted full on my face. Behind the desk was a third wall-hung with a nude calendar and a relief map of Southeast Asia, containing a door which seemed to stand an inch or two ajar. Between the door and where I lay, set slightly away from the right-hand corner of the desk, was an old cane-backed chair.
The room was an office-cluttered, functional, somewhat shabby. I had never seen it before. And as I lay there, I began to realize that I wasn’t its only occupant just now. The sense of aloneness you have when there’s no one near you was missing, and I had the feeling of being watched from somewhere close at hand.
I ran my tongue over dry lips and over the roof of my mouth. There was the faint, brackish taste of blood. I set my teeth and rolled over onto my belly, and the pain became more acute inside my skull, conjuring amorphous images to distort already muddled thought processes. Vomit boiled in my throat. I rested a moment, breathing dust, gathering strength. Then I put the palms of my hands flat on the rattan matting and lifted myself onto my knees like a praying bishop.
Somehow, I had expected to come face to face with Van Rijk, or one of his bodyguards. I was looking, instead, at a tall, well-set-up Swede with muddy blond hair and a sun-darkened ledge of a forehead under which colorless eyes hid in cavelike sockets. His chest and shoulders were immense, and the rumpled white cotton jacket he wore hung straight up and down, the way it would on a clothes hanger. He had one hip cocked against a wooden shelf that ran beneath a bank of windows in the room’s fourth wall; a closed entrance door was on his left, shuttered with the same type of bamboo blinds covering the windows. The gun in his right hand was a heavy black German Luger.
His name was Dinessen, Lars Dinessen.
And he was a pilot, a mercenary, a smuggler for hire and profit-less scrupulous, less knowledgeable, less successful than I had been, but nonetheless a carbon copy of Dan Connell two years ago, operating the same kind of small air freight concern to camouflage his real activities.
He was also the man whose name I had given La Croix just before the Frenchman left my flat two mornings previous.
I said aloud, “What the hell?”
Dinessen parted thick lips, revealing two rows of clean white teeth in a smile that wasn’t a smile at all. He said, “You know what the hell, I think,” in heavily accented English.
“Yeah, maybe I do.”
My right cheek felt stiff, and when I lifted my hand to touch it my fingers encountered a mat of dried blood that had trailed down from the area just above my temple. The area was soft and painful, but it was no longer bleeding. I looked at the watch on my left wrist: 7:20. I had been out less than two hours-but long enough, though, too damned long.
I looked around the office again, and it wasn’t difficult to figure where we were. Dinessen’s freight line was located in a semi-isolated area off Bukit Timah Road. He had a hangar housing a couple of surplus crates that needed forged safety certificates in order to remain operative, and a large corrugated building that served as a warehouse for the legitimate goods he ferried in and out of Singapore. The office would be in the latter structure. He must have had a car near Punyang Street, and had brought me here in that. It was a hell of a chance, taking an unconscious man out into the streets in broad daylight-even in Singapore’s Chinatown, where strange sights are an integral part of the way of life.
I said, “What was the point of putting the slug on me, Dinessen? If you wanted to talk, you could have done it without getting rough-and without the gun.”
“We talk better here, this way, with nobody around. If you don’t want to talk, I put a couple of bullets in you. Maybe your legs, maybe your belly, maybe I shoot off your balls. Then you tell me where the figurine is, I think.”
“I don’t know where it is.”
“Ya, you know.”
“What makes you think so?”
“La Croix told me.”
“The hell he did.”
“The hell he didn’t.”
“You killed him a little too soon, Dinessen.”
He looked surprised. “I don’t kill him.”
“No? Then who did?”
“Maybe you.”
“Crap. Can I get up off this floor?”
“I think you stay right there.”
“You’ve got the gun.”
“Damn right.”
I rubbed my palms slowly over my thighs. “So La Croix told you about the figurine when he came to you three days ago, is that it?”
“Ya. I don’t take him to Bangkok until I know what he’s carrying, and he wants to get there too much so he don’t lie to me. You don’t think about that when you give him my name, hah? We make plans to fly out that night, but first he says he has to pick up the figurine where he put it. Only you and him know where it is.”
“La Croix said that?”
“Sure he said it. But I was stupid. I let him go himself and he don’t come back. Maybe you killed him, maybe you didn’t. But you know where the figurine is.”
“I’m telling you, I don’t.”
“Then why you say you do?”
“I didn’t say it.”
“La Croix said it, you bet.”
“Then he was lying.”
“Listen, I don’t play no more games. I got some sense now. I bring you here and make you talk, like I should of done right away.”
“Why didn’t you, right away? Why did you wait?”
“I am a big dumb Swede, ya? I let a woman tell me what to do, and I do it. She makes it sound like the best way. But this is the best way, the only way.”
“What woman?”
“What woman you think?”
“Marla King?”
He laughed-a flat, humorless sound. “Aussie bitch.”
“So the two of you are teamed up in this.”
“Not any more.”
“What does that mean?”
“She think she take the figurine for herself and get out of Singapore. No big dumb Swede to share it with-she don’t care about me at all. Well, I don’t stand for a double-cross.”
I worked saliva into the dryness of my mouth. Another double-cross-just one of the multitude. This was a fine, sweet bunch of Judas thieves, all right. “How do you know she’s double-crossing you, Dinessen?”
His face congealed with dark anger. “I go to see her this afternoon, about four,” he said. “I come in and hear her on the telephone-with you, Connell, talking about smuggling the figurine to Thailand. I know then, you bet. We are supposed to fly there, her and me, to see the buyer La Croix says is waiting in Bangkok. Damned Aussie bitch.”
“What did you do? Did you hurt her?”
“You liked her, maybe? You’re worried for her?”
“Listen, what did you do to her?”
“I fixed her, that’s what I did.”
“How did you fix her?”
“That don’t matter.”
“You killed her, didn’t you?”
“I kill you if you don’t tell me where the figurine is.”
“You son of a bitch, you killed her at Number Seven Tampines Road.”
“Maybe that’s right,” he said. “Ya, and maybe I make it look like you did it, too.”
I stared at him. “Did you?”
He laughed emptily, and his eyes glistened like lacquered pebbles.
I said, “How? How did you do it?”
“I got my ways.”
“What ways?”
“You never mind. You tell me where the figurine is, we fix it up. Maybe I even give you some of the money. What you say, Connell?”
“Even if I knew where the figurine was, you’d kill me the minute I told you. You’re a scavenger, Dinessen, and you’re not about to share four hundred thousand Straits dollars with me-especially not if you’ve framed me up for your goddam killing.”
His face grew darker. “You don’t tell me, I kill you very slowly, Connell. Like I said before. Then I take your body and put it with hers.”
“You’ll never get away with it.”
“That’s what you think. Maybe I shoot your balls off, hah? How would you like to die with no balls?”
A trembling, impotent rage, borne of fear and futility, rose inside me to wash away some of the pain in my head. Dead man, I thought. You’re a dead man, Connell. I had been pulled and shaped and molded, by circumstances and mistaken conceptions, into the exact center of this whole treacherous business-and it no longer seemed as if there were a way out. All the avenues of escape were blocked now, all the roads to freedom and noninvolvement effectively barricaded; I was dead from three different directions.
Dinessen was a small-time mercenary who had gotten enmeshed in something that was far out of his league-just like La Croix. But unlike the Frenchman, Dinessen was a predator, a fighter, a hardcase. One look at the flat, fixed, scavenger eyes that lay beneath the overhanging ledge of his forehead told you that he would kill and kill again for this one big chance at the brass ring; four hundred thousand Straits dollars was more money than he could ever hope to see in his lifetime running second-rate cargo and smuggling second-rate contraband, and human life mattered not at all stacked against that kind of fortune. He had murdered Marla King, apparently had framed me for it as a future precaution, and with or without the Burong Chabak he would carry out his threat to maim and then kill me.
That was one roadblock.
And even if I managed to get free of Dinessen somehow, there was Tiong. When he walked into Number Seven Tampines Road at nine tonight, and found Marla King’s body, and found Dinessen’s frame-whatever it was-I would be as good as hung. With concrete evidence, and despite the fact that I had given him the address in the first place, he would rationalize in that righteous cop’s mind some reason for my having killed her.
Two roadblocks.
And then there was Van Rijk. I had missed his telephone call tonight, and because I had, he would suspect something-still another double-cross-and he would put his bodyguards down on me for fair. With Marla King dead, he would want me as badly as Tiong.
Three roadblocks.
And no more roads.
Dead man, any way you looked at it.
But you don’t give up, you can’t give up. The rage and the injustice burn inside you, scream inside you, and you know you’ve got to make some kind of effort, no matter how small or how useless. Self-preservation demands it, the spark of hope demands it. You’re not dead and you can’t give up until the final breath, until the one bullet bores hot and bright through your brain, until you face the ultimate darkness-or the ultimate light…
Light.
The lamp on the desk.
There was sweat in my armpits, and I could feel it rolling in cold-hot streams down my sides. My heart fluttered and jumped in irregular tempo. I kept looking at Dinessen, but I could see the lamp now, too, at the periphery of my vision. It was just at the edge of the scarred teak desktop, some three feet to my right, and the bulb was exposed under a flared ceramic shade. It was the only illumination in the office; night was full-born outside, and neither moonshine nor whatever night lighting Dinessen used for his buildings penetrated the bamboo blinds.
I couldn’t see it from where I knelt on the floor, but I was thinking of the door in the wall behind the desk-the door which had seemed to be a couple of inches ajar when I had looked at it minutes earlier. It would lead into the warehouse, I thought, and the warehouse would have another entrance, another way out under a concealing sable cover. The door was some distance away, and a big gamble — but it was not as far away, nor as big a gamble, as Dinessen and a forward rush in an effort to disarm him; you don’t run into the muzzle of a German Luger, not at point-blank range, not even in sudden darkness.
Dinessen shifted slightly on the window shelf, and the blood still suffused his face. I didn’t have much more time. As if to confirm my thoughts, he said, “I don’t wait much longer, Connell. You start talking or I start shooting. I don’t fool around now.”
I raised full up on my knees, slowly, spreading my arms as if imploring. “One last time: I don’t have the figurine, I don’t know where it is, I don’t have any idea what La Croix meant when he said we were the only two people who knew its location-” and I threw myself sideways at the desk, slapping at the lamp with my extended right hand.
It flew off the teak surface amid a flutter of dislodged papers, and the ceramic shade and the bulb shattered with a brittle, splintering sound on the concrete floor. The hot, stale-aired office dissolved immediately into a wall of black.



Chapter Twelve


I threw myself backward, turning my body, and batted the cane-backed chair out of the way. It bounced and clattered into the far wall. Light flamed briefly from across the office, like a match being struck. Dinessen shouted something, but the words were lost in the hollow roar of the Luger. A bullet ricocheted off the concrete flooring somewhere on my right as I moved in a scuttling crawl toward the door behind the desk, trying to get my feet under me.
Two more muzzle flashes cut momentary holes in the darkness. I staggered upright, heard one of the pellets slap into the wall high above my head. The other cut into the doorjamb, spraying splinters into my face, and the room was filled with the stench of burnt gunpowder and the dying echoes of the shots when I hit the door with my shoulder, sent it banging off the wooden wall in the warehouse beyond.
Dinessen fired a fourth time. Pain seared through my trailing right arm, numbing it, and then I was through into the warehouse in a jerky, spindle-legged run. Shadowed mounds and masses of goods filled the high-ceilinged enclosure, stacked on pallets or on suspended platforms or on the concrete floor itself. A blue light burned above a shipping counter to the right, and its eerie illumination groped ineffectually at the heavy blackness.
I veered to the left, away from the light and away from a wide center aisleway that bisected the warehouse into two long halves. Dinessen was still in the office, and I could hear him moving and bawling something incoherent in Swedish. I ran along the row toward the side wall, looking for an opening between pallets of slender boxes marked with Chinese characters. I found one finally and squeezed through into a cleared area between that row and the next one, and then ran along there a little way until I reached several skids of thick, coiled hemp rope. Footsteps slapped uncertainly on the concrete as I dragged myself over the rope into another cleared space and crouched in the pocket of darkness on the other side.
Dinessen had stopped moving now, and I knew that he was somewhere near the office door, listening, trying to pinpoint my location. The silence in the warehouse was acute and charged with tension. Until he moved, I knew I couldn’t take the chance of moving either. I felt trapped and helpless. I had no weapon, and in the ebon enclosure there was nothing I could see to use effectively against a handgun. It was a long way to the far end of the storage area; even if I could get there, I did not know the exact positioning of the loading doors, or of any other possible exit. And there was the strong chance that if I did manage to locate a way out, the door or doors would be locked in such a way that I wouldn’t be able to open them easily.
I wondered how long it would be before Dinessen thought to turn on the lights.
My mouth was dry, brassy, and the pain in my head had sharply intensified; the throbbing percussion seemed loud enough to be heard in the muggy stillness. Gently, I explored my right arm with the fingers of my left hand. The bullet had gone through the flesh and muscle just above the elbow, and there was a lot of blood. The arm had very little feeling left in it-the fingers were already useless-and I knew I would have to cradle it against my chest when I moved again, to keep it from flopping into something.
“Connell!” Dinessen shouted suddenly. “Connell, you listen! You come out and we make a deal. I don’t kill you if you come out, Connell.”
The words tumbled and echoed through the blackness. I held myself motionless. The silence grew thick again, and I knew Dinessen had realized the futility of calling out as he had. Another thirty seconds crept away, and then he began moving once more, the slap of his shoes seeming to retreat in cadence. The shipping counter, I thought. And the switches for the overhead lights.
I crawled out from the skid of hemp rope, across the cleared space, and worked my body between crates of kiam chy water jars. Another narrow aisle-and this one bordered on the far side by ten-foot piles of empty pallets, stacked close together. There was no way I could get over them, and if I tried to go around them, into the main aisleway, Dinessen would spot me immediately. Unless I could get there before he came away from the shipping counter…
The lights went on.
Bright white illumination spilled down from the large-wattage bulbs suspended at regular intervals from the ceiling rafters. I paused, blinking against the glare, and I could hear Dinessen running across the concrete again, toward the main aisleway. I stood there, indecisive, holding my useless arm-and I saw the forklift.
It was an ancient American-made model, painted a dull yellow. And it had been parked so that its rear end and the right-hand driver’s side were partially hidden behind the crates of kiam chy jars at the main aisleway. The twin iron blades jutted out waist high in front like opened and entreating arms.
I went down to it in a humped-over position, trying to move as silently as I could, taking air with short, openmouthed breaths. Dinessen had stopped moving again, to listen, and I knew I didn’t have much time, that he would have to start down the aisleway pretty soon. He wasn’t going to play the waiting game all night.
I came to the rear of the lift and got my left hand on the cold metal bar there, leaning in on the open side. The ignition key was in its dashboard lock. I released a silent breath and reached in to turn it to the On position. It made a small click that was barely discernible even to my own ears. There were no front or side-mount lights on the lift, nothing to show that I had switched it on.
I looked at the gearshift. The machine was old enough and small enough so that it only had two speeds-forward and reverse. Whoever had driven it last had parked it in the forward position. I put my left foot into the rung set into the metal side plate and lifted myself prone across the seat. The high dashboard and the wide cylinder and crossbars of the lift forks were an effective shield between Dinessen and me.
Still, I lay there for a long moment, not breathing at all now. The warehouse remained shrouded in silence, and the lights burned like miniature suns overhead. I was sweating heavily, covered with blood and filled with pain and rage.
Dinessen began moving again.
I could hear his shoes scuffling along the concrete as he started down the main aisleway-slow steps, careful steps, wary steps. I groped with my left foot until I found the lift’s clutch and then pushed it to the floor. It made no sound. I brought my right foot under and got it positioned on the accelerator, then lifted my left hand to the dashboard with my thumb poised on the starter button.
I had worked for an import-export firm in Singapore for a while, and part of my duties there had been the moving of freight with a forklift similar to this one. It had constantly been in need of repairs, and I had had trouble starting it on occasion. If the engine on this one didn’t catch on the first or second try, I was through with it. Dinessen would be down on me in a matter of seconds once he heard the cough and grind of the lift’s starter.
I worked wetness onto my lips and inhaled deeply-and then I raised up on the seat and hit the starter.
The motor whirred, whirred, didn’t catch. Frantically, I pumped the accelerator and shoved the button in again, using my little finger to draw out the choke. This time the engine came to life with a guttural rumble. I wrapped my left hand around the wheel and snapped the clutch out. The undersize rear tires spun, smoking violently on the concrete, and finally took hold.
The lift jumped forward, the engine roaring now, the rear end snapping around. My fingers were slippery with blood, and I had to fight for a firm grip on the wheel to get the machine straightened. Through the crossbars I could see Dinessen, his face a mask of surprise and sudden terror, crouching in the middle of the aisleway with the Luger raised in his hand.
He squeezed off twice, convulsively. The reports seemed popgun loud amid the rumbling in my ears. One of the bullets came through and sang past my right ear; the other pinged sharply and metallically off one of the crossbars on the lift frame. Dinessen turned and started to run, clumsily, his huge feet tangling with one another in his haste to get out of the way of the hurtling machine. I let go of the wheel and jumped out to the side, hit the concrete on my numbed right shoulder, felt only the shock of impact.
I rolled over, and when I came up I heard Dinessen scream-a high-pitched, terrified sound over the amplified roar of the forklift’s motor. But then the scream was chopped off in a thundering, reverberating crash, and I knew the machine had slapped into the upper wall that separated the warehouse from the office.
I got to my feet, painfully, and went down there. The lift lay on its side at the base of the wall, its rear wheels spinning. The stench of gasoline from its ruptured tank was heavy in the stagnant air. I took one look at Dinessen, and at the dripping red grooves the forks had made in the wooden wall, and turned away to keep from being sick.
One of those gleaming metal forks had caught him just above the belt at the rear, carried him forward, and driven him into the wall as the lift collided with it. There was not much left of him now at all.



Chapter Thirteen


Dinessen’s car was an old, primer-patched Citroen. I found it parked just outside the entrance to the office, the key in the ignition. That was something, at least. I wouldn’t have had the stomach to search the mangled thing there in the warehouse; it had been bad enough during the minute I had used to wipe my fingerprints off the surfaces I had touched on the forklift.
That act had been automatic, and now I wondered why I had taken the time to remove the prints. It was, in a bitter sense, like closing the barn door after the horse had fled. But I still had some hope-the odds were a little better now-and I decided I had done the wisest thing. There was no point in tightening the noose around my neck.
I slid in under the Citroen’s wheel, holding my stiffened right arm in my lap. There had been no time for cleaning up, and my bush jacket and khakis were stained with patches of blood; but the wound had stopped bleeding at least. My head still ached piteously, and my strength was flagging from pain and exertion and loss of blood. And yet the urgency which filled me was like a narcotic, allowing me to function, compensating.
I got the car started and brought it into a sharp turn, onto a short access lane. I had to shift the four-speed transmission awkwardly across my body with my left hand, using my shoulder to keep the wheel in position. The floodlit buildings, the small and darkened airstrip, receded and finally disappeared as I reached Bukit Timah Road and swung south along there, into the city proper.
The Citroen had a dash panel clock, and its luminescent dial coincided with my wristwatch… 8:05. It would take me maybe twenty minutes to get to the Lavender Street area and Tampines Road… 8:25. Not much time-but I had to go there, I had to find whatever evidence Dinessen had planted with Marla King’s body; and if it could be accomplished, if there was enough time, I had to get rid of the body as well. Even with any evidence removed, I didn’t want Tiong walking in there and finding her dead.
There was a considerable amount of traffic on Bukit Timah Road, and the headlights of the oncoming cars were like streaks of yellow-white paint on the black canvas of the night. Tall palms and Jamaican peppers and fruit-laden mangosteens dotted the landscape, occasionally illuminated by the headlights, occasionally drenched in the clinical white shine of the moon when it drifted free of a rolling pattern of clouds. I drove too fast in spite of the traffic, with too much exigency and too little concentration.
I kept thinking of Marla King, and of Dinessen, and how the two of them fit together in this thing. It could be that she had killed La Croix, and that the Frenchman had given her Dinessen’s name-but not the exact location of the Burong Chabak. Van Rijk had told me she was on the island illegally, and so Dinessen might have seemed like her way out to Thailand and the buyer. He already knew about the figurine from La Croix, and she had had to promise him a slice of the pie in order to get him to go along with her plans. Then she had come to me, and when she was sure that I was going to pony up the figurine, she had tried to double-cross Dinessen the way La Croix had double-crossed her-and had gotten the same reward for her greed; she would probably have tried to cross me if she’d had the chance as well. It could also be that she had been planning a double-cross of La Croix from the beginning-Jesus, the treachery involved in all this-and had enlisted Dinessen’s help almost immediately, without telling him of the Burong Chabak; he had discovered its existence, and its worth, from the Frenchman, confronted her with the knowledge, and been ostensibly brought in as a partner. If that was the answer, then Marla King might not have killed La Croix. I liked it better with the first explanation, because that answered a lot more of the questions which until now had had no answers. But I had no way of knowing, one way or the other.
I had no way of knowing, either, why La Croix had told Dinessen I was aware of where he had secreted the Burong Chabak. A ruse of some kind? No, that didn’t add up; what possible reason could the Frenchman have had for that kind of smoke screen? He hadn’t known he was going to die, and he had expected Dinessen to fly him to Thailand that night. Had La Croix really thought I knew where he’d put the figurine? That seemed impossible…
I reached Jalan Besar, ran a traffic light at the intersection there, and turned east across the bridge spanning the Kallang River. Thai romvong music filled the car with false gaiety as I passed the multicolored lights of the New World Amusement Park, and it increased my urgency somehow, caused me to bear down harder on the accelerator. The Lavender Street intersection came up finally, and I veered south there, toward the harbor, and began looking for Tampines Road.
Lavender Street had once been a wide-open sin center in Singapore, before the Japanese invasion in 1942 and during their occupation of the island. You could have had a woman in one of the brothels or dance halls, an opium pipe in one of the Chandu shops under distinctive black-and-white signs, a chance at Dame Fortune in one of the fan-tan parlors. The opium dens had been pretty much closed down at the end of the war, and the People’s Action Party had made an attempt to clean up Lavender Street in recent years by urban renewal and vice crackdowns. They hadn’t quite succeeded. It was still the place to go in Singapore for a quick lay or a quick way to lose your money.
I found Tampines Road, finally-a short side street lined with small cottages squatting in uneven rows on both sides, a great many of which would belong to the people who worked on Lavender Street. Along the road and in the front yards grew tall palms and ferns and blood-red Javanese Ixora plants; but they were deceptive in their lushness, like fine silks and laces concealing the tired bodies of middle-aged washerwomen.
The dash panel clock read 8:23.
There were a few cars parked along the road, but none of them were marked with police insignias, or looked to be anything other than private vehicles. I drove slowly along the darkened street, looking left and right, watching for some sign of Tiong or his men, for a constable staked out to watch Number Seven. I saw nothing. I had gotten here first, then, but I knew that he could be a minute, two minutes away. So damned little time…
Number Seven was an attap-roofed bungalow on the near corner, with an ell-shaped garden grown heavy with weeds and ferns and wild flowering shrubs; a gravel path extended from the street to an open, slant-roofed porch. Its location was a point in my favor. The cross street was Jalan Tenah, and that would release into Serangoon Road. When I left the area I wouldn’t have to double back along Tampines to Lavender Street.
I made the turn onto Jalan Tenah and parked the Citroen fifty yards beyond a wooden fence which marked the side boundary of Number Seven. I stepped out of the car, and my legs felt rubbery for a moment, as if they would not support my weight. Sweat encased my body in thick, hot mucus. I leaned against the side of the car for a time, taking deep lungfuls of the cooling night air. A pervasive odor clogged the stillness, a combination of damp green foliage and the heady perfume of flowers.
Time, time, time…
The word seemed to throb in cadence with the pain inside my skull. I moved away from the car, jerkily, and went to the side fence. Beyond the palms on that side of the ell, Number Seven looked as dark and still as it had moments earlier. Bamboo blinds shaded the two visible windows on that side of the bungalow; the front entrance was on Tampines Road.
I glanced quickly up and down the street. No cars, no lights in the nearest cottage, no strollers. I went into the yard and made my way through the heavy grasses, the tangled vines, the flowering shrubs. I stood in the shadows at the side walls of the bungalow, listening. A bird sang somewhere nearby, softly, and a chichak lizard, exposed momentarily in a patch of moonlight, peered at me with bright terror before it darted away among the vegetation. There was no sound at all from within the dwelling.
I started toward the rear, stepped around the corner. A wood-framed set of stairs was tacked off-center to the back wall, shaded by a huge weeping willow that drooped its leafy fronds on the ground and on the stairs like long hair on the bowed head of an old woman. I moved to the steps and up them, to where a screen door barred admittance to an enclosed rear porch. I pulled on the handle. It gave slightly, with a soft rattling sound-enough to tell me that it was locked with an eye hook.
My watch said 8:33.
Taking a firmer grip on the handle, I jerked the door sharply outward. It made a hellish amount of noise, but the eye hook held fast. Fresh beads of sweat broke and ran on my face and neck. I yanked on the handle again, viciously this time, bracing my left foot against the bottom of the door. The eye pulled free of the wood with a sound like fingernails dragged across a blackboard, and the door wobbled open in my hand.
I went in quickly, because there was no more time to think about Tiong or about any of the neighbors having been aroused by the amount of noise I’d made. The screen slapped shut behind me, and glass wind bells, suspended from the ceiling, tinkled musically in the rush of air as I moved across the porch toward the rear door. It was locked, but it had two rectangular panes set side by side in its upper half. I looked for something I could use to break the glass, and there was one of those old-fashioned metal watering cans on a dusty table to the left, set under a wall-bracketed planter containing the corpses of long-dead plants.
I caught up the can and took it to the door and broke one of the panes with the round, pinholed metal spout. Shards of glass tinkled like the wind bells as they fell onto the floor inside. I got my hand through without cutting myself and fumbled at the latch on the inside; there was a heavy key in the lock, and I turned that and opened the door.
The kitchen. An extended wooden drainboard covered most of the side wall, and moonlight washed in through a window above it, giving substance to the shadows of an icebox, a stove, a dinette table, a row of storage cupboards. There was another door directly across from me. I went to it without hesitation, pushed it open, and looked into a short hallway. At its far end, an arch gave on a room filled with shadows.
It seemed likely that that was the living area, and that Marla King had made her call to me from there. I stepped through and traversed the hallway, passed under the arch. It was a large room containing several rattan chairs, a rattan settee, a writing desk, and huge brightly colored batik pillows whose hues seemed almost phosphorescent in the darkness. I moved deeper into the room. The floor was comprised of blocks of what looked like Ipoh marble but was probably some ersatz composition.
The smell of blood was thick and brackish in there.
Near the bamboo-shaded front windows, I could see the outlines of a low Chinese table. On its top I thought I could make out the form of a telephone through the gloom. I started in that direction-and an inert shape materialized in the shadows behind one of the large chairs, took on the contours of a female body.
I saw as I reached her that she was dressed in a thin silk robe. It had fallen away from her legs and upper thighs, and one of her breasts was exposed. The whiteness of her skin had an eerie, unreal quality. I knelt beside her, turned her a little. The back of her head was crushed, and her butter-yellow hair was streaked with black ribbons that would be dried blood. There was blood on the floor, too, a coagulated blot of it like a Rorschach form on the whiteness of the ersatz marble. She had fallen or been thrown to the floor, and had struck and caved in the back of her head that way; or Dinessen had knocked her down and straddled her and battered her head repeatedly against the unyielding surface. Judging from the amount of damage to her skull, it had happened the latter way.
I searched her body and the area near it as efficiently as I was able in the darkness; I couldn’t take the chance of putting on a light, or even of striking a match. There was nothing for me to find-nothing that linked me with Marla King’s death, nothing that Dinessen had planted there. I felt a return of the impotent rage I had known earlier. It looked now as if the bastard had been planning to frame me for his murder, all right, but only after he had finally killed me too. He hadn’t planted any evidence to link me originally, he had simply gone foxy on me in the office in an attempt to pry loose the location of the Burong Chabak. Well, I’d let him convince me it was the truth, but in one way I wasn’t sorry I had come here to find out it was a lie. There was still the problem of Marla King’s body, and I knew that I had to try to get her out and hidden somewhere, buried somewhere. That would buy me more hope and continued freedom and time to figure a way out from under once and for all; otherwise, Tiong would have me jailed, and the possibility existed that he’d find some way to put the murder on my neck despite previous co-operation and lack of evidence…
I ran into the kitchen again, caught up a dishtowel, wet it in the sink, and took it back into the front room. I spent a precious minute cleaning the blood off the floor. Maria King’s skin was cold when I touched her, and her limbs had stiffened in rigor mortis. I pulled at her, sweating, cursing my flopping right arm, and finally managed to get her into a sitting position. Her face was flaccid in death, and yet she looked sixty years old and completely ugly.
I wrapped the bloodied towel around her head, and then struggled with her body, maneuvering her and myself so that I could get her up onto my shoulder. My eyes stung with inpouring sweat, but I could see the dial of my wristwatch; it was 8:48. I got her onto my shoulder at last, gathered strength, and heaved up, staggering under the deadweight, sidestepping a chair. I regained my balance, turned, started for the archway.
And froze.
There were footsteps outside, footsteps on the gravel path leading up to the porch, footsteps on the wooden stairs and on the floor of the porch. Two sets, maybe three. For some reason of his own, Tiong had decided not to wait for Van Rijk at all. He was moving in early, without taking any chances; he’d had whatever cars he’d brought parked down the street, and he and his men had come up silently on foot.
Fists hammered against the wood paneling of the door.
Tiong’s voice, demanding and officious, called out, “Open this door. We are the polis.”
I stood there with the body of Maria King draped across my shoulder, motionless, trapped. Time had finally and abruptly run out, and there was no way I could get free with the dead girl. The panic came in a spiraling rush, and before I could fight it off with cold reason, it had taken me beyond the point of commitment. I dumped Marla King brutally onto the settee, heard her stiffened form hit the back, heard the settee tilt up and crash over backward under her weight-and I was running.



Chapter Fourteen


Voices rose in excited shouts on the porch outside, and I heard Tiong yell something in Malay. A heavy shoulder thudded against the wood of the front door. I fled down the hall, through the kitchen, and out onto the rear porch. The wind bells tinkled like crazed laughter as I hit the screen door head on, sent it wobbling and banging open, and tumbled down the steps onto the spongy ground beneath the willow tree.
A khaki-uniformed, white-turbaned Sikh constable came running around the side corner of the bungalow. He had a riot club in one hand, and when he saw me he came on in a rush, the club upraised, blowing shrill blasts on a police whistle. I ran toward him instead of away, and the movement surprised him enough to throw him off-stride. He swung the club awkwardly at my head, but I ducked under it and hit him across the chest with the stiffened edge of my left arm. Air spilled out of his mouth and nose in a muffled gasp of pain, and he went over on his back with his legs kicking like a beached sea turtle.
I veered away from him, under the drooping branches of the willow toward the rear perimeter of the property, my right arm fluttering at my side and as worthless as the dangling sleeve of a coat. A low stone wall stretched out in front of me, dividing the rear yard of the bungalow from another yard on the opposite side. I jumped it without breaking stride, but when I came down I lost my footing, staggered to one knee, and sprawled out face down on a cushion of leaves and grass.
I heaved up onto my knees, my feet. The rear door of the cottage facing me burst open, and a half-naked Chinese stood momentarily silhouetted against an oblong scintilla of yellow light. Then he shouted something in an angry, unintelligible dialect-Hokkein or Cantonese-and hurried down his rear steps. I pivoted away from him to the left, toward Jalan Tenah, but he was either one of these heroic types or drunk on rice wine.
He tried to head me off as I threaded my way between several canted chamadora palms, still yelling at me in Chinese. I let him get in front of me, stepped up beside him before he could contain his momentum and set himself, and kicked his legs out from under him. He went to his knees, bawling. I swiped at the back of his thick neck with the edge of my palm and left him face down in the weeds, his hands scrabbling at the earth like fat spiders.
The whistles seemed closer, louder, as I stumbled out onto Jalan Tenah. I took a step to my left, looking for the Citroen. It was fifty or sixty yards away, and a constable was abreast of it on the roadway, running toward me, blowing his goddam whistle. I reversed direction and went across the street in a diagonal trajectory, and each breath was the sharp jab of a needle in my lungs as I ran.
Before I reached the far side, headlamps made a wide turn onto Jalan Tenah from Tampines Road, sweeping cones of light. I heard the accelerated whine of the car’s engine, and I knew Tiong, or one of his constables, had gone back for pursuit wheels. The headlights stabbed brilliance at me as the car bore down. I gained the edge of the road, dodged into another yard and the protective shadows cast by a casuarina tree.
Western rock music pummeled the night with dissonant fists from within the bungalow there, and yellow illumination shone behind two of its windows. I ran parallel to its near side, looped around the rear corner and across the width of the cottage to where a woven bamboo fence blocked the way. The fence was too high to climb, but slender wooden stakes set at five-foot intervals held it in an upright position and it was not otherwise anchored to the ground. I hit it with my left shoulder, felt it yield, and ran over it infantry-style.
The music ceased abruptly inside the bungalow, and I could hear the police whistles again, the distant ululation of sirens. There were more excited shouts in Malay, footfalls somewhere behind me in the first yard. I angled left and battered down a second woven bamboo fence. A dog began barking loudly in a nearby enclosure. I started along the side of a cottage with a kind of attap-roofed porte cochere attached, and a woman wearing a Malayan kebaya darted out in front of me, waving her arms like a signalman.
There was no time to stop or to go around her. I hit her full on and knocked her sprawling into a bed of ferns. She began to scream in high-pitched tones, more in anger than pain or fear. Other dogs set up a barking in the area, creating with the whistles and the cries a cacophony of noise that battered at my head like the slash of surf against a rocky coastline.
A thin scarecrow of a man came racing past the screaming woman, shouting, “Bini saya; bini saya!” (“My wife, my wife!”) and plucked with curled fingers at my right arm. One of his nails raked across the wound there, and pain flashed through the numbness in a jagged blaze. I swung around savagely and clubbed him across the side of the head with my left fist. He staggered away, and I staggered away-two negative magnetic poles repelling each other.
I came out on another street, crossed it at a diagonal run, and pushed through a gate in a stone wall. Beyond it, and beyond a row of mangosteens laden with fruit, was an old Malayan villa with a sharply peaked tile roof over a lower tile-roofed porch. It was built on short wooden stilts set into white marble base blocks, and an ornate marble-framed set of stairs on the near side gleamed palely in the darkness.
I started toward it. A heavy, deep-throated growl came from the shadows of a mango before I had taken three steps, and a dark, blurred form came hurtling at me out of the blackness. I tried to turn, but heavy forepaws struck me in the chest. I staggered and went down, rolling immediately, dragging my left arm up to protect my face. The dog was big-a langsat mongrel-and its eyes glittered yellowly in the dark. Sharp fangs closed over my left wrist, bit into the flesh, and began shaking me like a bone or a stick. Fetid breath and flecks of saliva spattered my face. I locked my elbow and heaved the animal across my body, kicking at it, missing, kicking again, missing again, kicking a third time.
My shoe scraped across lean ribs, and the snarl transformed into a howl of pain. The jaws released their hold on my wrist, and I scrabbled away, turning onto my back as the mongrel charged again, pulling my legs back to my chest. The dog was in midleap when I pistoned them forward, felt the solid impact with the thick-furred musculature of its chest; it flipped over backward through the air, howling and whimpering, and I rolled again and got my feet under me. Sweat blurred my vision as I stumbled up, and my lungs screamed in protest. My thoughts were jumbled fragments soaked in the raw fluid of fear and blind panic.
A vegetable garden, fashioned with wooden stakes, grew on one side of the villa. I blundered through it, heard the dog snarling and barking once more, coming after me. Someone inside the villa was shouting in Malay, and I heard the word senapang — gun. I reached another stone wall that served as a side boundary, threw myself on top of it with the dog snapping at my heels, and pitched over onto the other side.
Up again, running again. Another Malayan villa, more shouts, more lights. Down the side, over another wall, into another yard. The smell of red jasmine, of hibiscus, like perfume-drenched vomit in my nostrils. Pain. Fire in my lungs. Thunder in my ears. Run, run, run..
Another street, seen through a wet haze of astringent sweat. Across it in another diagonal. No bungalows there, no villas. A small creek, some ten feet below the level of the street, running parallel to the road on that side, half-filled with swollen, muddy run-off from the afternoon’s heavy thundershowers.
I slowed, gagging on my breath, and pawed my eyes clear. The near bank of the creek was a tangled mass of ferns and creepers and white syringa bushes. A thick, junglelike profusion of palms and mangroves and green bamboo formed a high black wall on the opposite bank. Sanctuary, escape…
I looked back over my shoulder. I could still hear the sounds of pursuit, but no one had emerged as yet from the darkness in the yard across the street. I left the road and scrambled down the bank, leaning on my left hand to try to hold my footing. But my legs went out from under me and I fell, rolling through the wet ferns toward the rushing stream of water.
I banged into a katumpagan — Artillery Plant-and heard the stamens burst with small explosions that sounded almost like infantry fire; clouds of pollen dust, like puffs of smoke, bit into my nose and eyes. Then the lower part of my body struck the water and submerged. It was cold, and the shock of it took away what little breath I had left. I clawed frantically at the vegetation on the bank, missed a handhold, and felt myself sliding deeper into the stream. My head went under. Muddy, foul-tasting water poured into my mouth, my throat, and the current carried me forward several feet before I could get my head clear and my fingers free to clutch a shrub on the bank and halt my momentum.
Somehow I managed to pull my body higher onto the bank and I lay there, spitting up water, sucking in breath, praying for just a little more strength. Finally, I was able to draw myself up, to stand swaying on the rocky bed. I looked up at the road. No one there yet, but I could hear them coming closer. I pivoted and forded the stream, my shoes slipping on the polished stones of the creek bed, and the water swirled just below my waist like clutching fingers trying to drag me off balance again.
I lurched onto the far bank, digging at the spongy earth with the hooked fingers on my left hand, and struggled upward on my knees and into the cover of the mangroves and the bamboo. Wings flapped angrily above my head as I crawled deeper into the trees and undergrowth, and a hornbill scolded me shrilly for disturbing its sleep. I glanced back once, and through the vegetation I could see one man standing across the roadway, looking both ways along it; he hadn’t seen me come into the thicket, I was sure of that.
At the bole of a tall palm I stopped finally and lay prone, my head cradled in the crook of my good left arm, wheezing and panting and crying a little from the pain and exertion. Deep silence enfolded me, broken only by the chittering of cicadas, the buzzing of mosquitoes, the occasional rustling movement of an animal or a lizard or a bird in the surrounding growth. I could still hear shouts and police whistles, but they seemed a long way off now, nothing more than dying echoes of the originals.
Time passed, slowly or quickly. I had no sense for it now. I looked once at the dial of my wristwatch, but the crystal had been smashed sometime during my flight; the hands were frozen at 9:02. I drew myself up and leaned my back against the trunk of the palm, with my legs splayed out in front of me. I was exhausted, drained, and even though the panic was gone now, my thoughts remained jumbled and confused. My tongue felt like a swollen thumb filling my mouth, half-gagging me, and my throat was parched shut. I had some feeling in my right arm-the same hellish throbbing that raged inside my head-and I wondered dimly if the wound was already infected from the dirt and the water and the digging nails of the Malay scarecrow.
I had to do something about that, and about the pulpy bruise on the side of my head, and about the stinging marks on my wrist where the langsat mongrel had sunk its teeth. But first, I needed rest, sleep, a void where there was no pain and no confusion. I could afford that now, I was safe here, they wouldn’t find me here.
Rest.
Rest…



Chapter Fifteen


I awoke trembling, drenched in cold-hot sweat.
I had no idea how long I had slept-been unconscious — but the silence seemed deeper somehow, the way it gets well past midnight. Mosquitoes crawled and fed on my face, and I had no strength to brush them away. The fever burned brightly inside me. Rhythmic pain pulsated in my temples, my right arm.
What now, dead man? I thought.
I had gotten away from Dinessen, and I had gotten away from Tiong and his men, and I was still free and still alive-if just barely. But where did I go from here? I was wrapped up, imprisoned, in a web of circumstance so neatly and so beautifully that there was no way out, no way to prove my innocence. Dinessen had killed Marla King, and Dinessen was dead; and I had been found with Marla King’s body to top it off. There was simply nothing I could do to convince Tiong of the truth-especially after the way I had run. He would put the whole bundle on my head, too; he would decide I had the figurine, and that I had killed La Croix, and if he was able to dig up a connection between Dinessen and Marla King, he would revise the toll upward to three murders once the Swede’s body was discovered.
By this time he would have posted men at the harbor and on the Johore Causeway and at the airport, and he would have dozens of others out combing the island for me. I was trapped on Singapore and trapped in the web, with no real choice except to keep on running. The odds were too great with any other alternative. There was the slim possibility that if I could find the Burong Chabak, find out who had killed La Croix, and lay them both in Tiong’s lap, I would be able to talk my way out of most of the jam. A prayer. But if Marla King had killed the Frenchman, I was still a loser; and if Van Rijk had killed him, I had no illusions that I could get to Van Rijk, force a confession out of him, before either he or the police got to me. And, in spite of what La Croix apparently had told Dinessen, I had no idea where the figurine was secreted. No, my only chance was to run, to pick up the pieces somewhere else once I was free of the island, to swallow the bitterness of injustice and begin all over again with a new identity and a new hope.
But before I could even think about making preparations for getting out of Singapore, I had to have my wounds attended to, and fresh clothes, and time to rest and time to think. I couldn’t stay where I was-and yet, I had nowhere else to go, no friends I could trust, no…
Tina Kellogg.
The name popped into my mind, and instantly I tried to push it away. No. No-I had no right to drag her into a thing like this, not after the way I had treated her, not in any case. Christ, she was just a kid, a bright-eyed little girl, and I could jeopardize her future by going to her, by involving her; if Tiong found out about it, he would jail her without compunction for aiding and abetting.
But Tiong didn’t have to find out. All I wanted was some medical attention from her; a place to spend the night. I would leave in the morning, and the pain in my arm, the fever, the possible infection, I needed help, I had to have help, and there was nobody else and I wanted to live, I was innocent and I wanted to live…
I knew I was going to do it.
You stop being noble and unselfish when your life is at stake-it was as pure and simple as that.
I thought about the Citroen, and wondered if it was still parked on Jalan Tenah. There was nothing at this point to tie Dinessen to me, and so there was no reason why Tiong would have paid any attention to the Citroen, why he would have had it removed from the area. If it was still there, if I could get to it, I would have transportation to the Katong Bahru Housing Estate; the key to the car was still in my pocket. Two things were certain: I couldn’t walk to the estate, and I couldn’t take any public conveyance. The only other alternative was to steal a car, and in a conscientious and wary city like Singapore, that wouldn’t be simple.
I wished I knew the time. If it was late enough, Tiong might have called off the search of the area and things would have settled down and become quiet again. There was still the chance that he had left one constable, or two, to watch Number Seven Tampines Road-but after the removal of Marla King’s body, he wouldn’t expect me to have a reason to return there.
I knew I had to get out of this mangrove brake now, that I couldn’t afford to wait. Unless I moved soon, I would be too weak to move at all. I leaned away from the palm bole and lifted my body onto my knees. The thunder began inside my head again, raging. I set my teeth and began to crawl out the way I had come in.
When I reached the edge of the bank, I parted some of the resilient bamboo stalks and peered across the stream and across the road at the bungalows on the other side. No lights showed anywhere, and there was no discernible movement. The moon was high and bright amid brilliantine stars, the clouds completely gone. In the creek below, the rushing water had shrunk to half its earlier size-and that in itself told me a considerable amount of time had passed since I had crawled into the brake.
I worked my way down the bank, crossed the stream, and crept up to the roadway. It took me a minute to get to my feet, but once standing I seemed to be all right. I tried a couple of mincing, experimental steps. My knees buckled, stiffened, held my weight. I shuffled across the road, to the left, keeping in the shadows. When I reached the corner, I turned right on the street paralleling Tampines Road; every house was shrouded in darkness, and there was only the singing of cicadas to intrude on the quiet.
Before I came to Jalan Tenah, I had to pause several times for rest. My face felt hot and flushed, and oily sweat formed thick pustules on my forehead that broke like thin blisters and ran down over my cheeks. Weakness turned my legs into rotted tree stumps, my arms into sapless branches.
I saw the Citroen as soon as I turned right on Jalan Tenah, still and dark where I had parked it earlier that evening. Luck seemed not to have deserted me completely. I moved toward the car, slowly and carefully, on the near side of the road. Moonshine washed the street, but the darkness was thick among the trees and fences and shrubbery. I paused several times to watch, to listen. Nothing moved. Distantly, a dog barked softly and then was quiet once more.
I drew abreast of the Citroen and hunkered down beneath a casuarina tree, looking across the moonlit roadway. I got the key out of my pocket, clenched it tightly against my left palm. Stillness. If Tiong had a man posted to watch Number Seven, he was either well-hidden somewhere along Jalan Tenah or Tampines Road, or staked out inside the bungalow itself. I knew the possibility existed that the car was a trap, that Tiong had somehow discovered its connection with me and had left it in position as bait; but the chances of that were slim. Dinessen’s body wouldn’t have been discovered yet, and there was nothing to link the Swede to me, his car to me.
Get it over with, I thought. You’re dead on your feet, in more ways than one.
I levered up and ran stumbling through the moonlight to the Citroen, jerked open the door. No whistles, no shouts. I lowered my body under the wheel, eased the door to, and fumbled the key into the ignition lock, awkwardly, with my left hand. The starter made a soft grinding noise when it turned over, but the engine caught immediately. I released the clutch, looking up at the rear-vision mirror; the street remained dark and empty.
At the first intersection, I swung the wheel right and went half a block before I touched the switch for the headlamps. With the dash lights on, I could see the pointers on the clock there; it was 2:28. I could also see my left hand as I returned it to the wheel, and the way it was trembling…
The streetlamps in the Katong Bahru Housing Estate glowed a dull amber, mingling with the shine from the swollen face of the moon to brighten the empty streets. I drove two blocks distant, on Geylang Road, and left the Citroen in a public parking slot. I wanted to park directly in front of Tina Kellogg’s building, but that hadn’t seemed wise; once Dinessen’s body was discovered, there would be a bulletin out on his missing automobile, and I had no way of knowing when that would be. The two-block walk would be a long haul-and a dangerous one, in my blood-spattered condition-but it couldn’t be helped. I had enough strength to make it, and enough sense to keep to cover.
Two cars passed as I made my way through the landscaped grounds of the buildings in the estate, but neither of them was a police vehicle. I saw no one. I was breathing heavily when I reached Tina’s building; I had just about reached the limit of my endurance as well. Once into the vestibule, I tried the interior door. It was locked. I leaned heavily against the bank of mailboxes on the far wall, found the button for Apartment 34, and put my finger on it, leaving it there.
A long time passed, and then an intercom unit mounted to one side clicked and hummed static. Tina’s voice said guardedly, metallically, “Yes? Who is it?”
I put my mouth close to the speaker. “Dan Connell.”
“Dan! My God, what-?”
“Let me in, can you? I have to see you.”
“What is it?”
“I need help, Tina. I’m hurt.”
“Hurt? What happened-?”
“Let me in and we’ll talk,” I said. “But prepare yourself. I’m in pretty bad shape.”
The unit clicked and hummed again, and the inner door buzzed softly, like a giant mosquito. I shoved it open and pulled myself up the stairs to the third floor, hanging onto the hand railing. Tina had her door open on a night chain, peering out at me when I came down the hallway, and I heard her gasp audibly when she saw my face, my body, my clothing in the pale light from a domed wall fixture.
She snapped the chain free and opened the door, and I stumbled into the apartment past her and sank into one of the chairs at the half-table in the wall niche; I didn’t want to bleed all over her girlfriend’s settee. Tina closed the door, locked it, and ran over to me, her face white, her eyes wide. She wore a flowered Chinese robe, held closed by a pair of buttons, and it was obvious, even in my condition, that she wore nothing beneath it. Her hair was tousled, her face scrubbed free of make-up. She looked like somebody’s teenage daughter.
Soft fingers probed at the dried blood on my right arm, gently. Then, without speaking, Tina hurried out of the room-and came back half a minute later with iodine, gauze, adhesive tape, a bottle of wood alcohol, a package of absorbent cotton. She set everything on the table, still silent, her face grimly concerned, and then poured alcohol on a wad of cotton and began swabbing at the caked blood. Twisting my head to watch her, I could see the puckered bluish edges of the entrance hole on the near side, just above the elbow, and the exit hole on the far side when she turned the arm over. The alcohol burned coldly, like an ice abrasion.
I said, “Listen, Tina, I had no right coming here-I know that. I’m six kinds of bastard, and if you want to throw me out after you bandage that arm, I’ll go without argument. But I’d like to stay the night; I need sleep and I need it badly.”
Her lips pursed slightly. “Why did you come here?”
“I had nowhere else to go.”
“Are you in trouble with the police?”
“Yeah. But trite as it sounds, I happen to be innocent.”
“How did you get shot?”
“It’s a long story.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
I looked up at her, but her eyes were cast downward at my arm. “You’re entitled to know what I’m involving you in just by being here now,” I said. “All right, it’s this way-” and I told her all of it, about the Burong Chabak and about Van Rijk and Dinessen and Marla King and Tiong, and what had happened on this long, long night.
She listened without interruption, her fingers busy with the alcohol-soaked cotton. When I had finished speaking, she said, “That’s a fantastic story.”
“The truth isn’t always simple.”
“I suppose not.”
“I’m not lying to you, Tina.”
“I think I believe that, God knows why.” She paused, as if she wanted to say something else, and then moved away to enter the kitchenette. She came back with a clean dishtowel. “I’m going to put iodine on your arm,” she said. “You’d better bite onto this.”
I put the towel between my teeth and bit down on it, and the iodine set fire to my entire right side, bright and hot and lingering in my armpit. But the pain wasn’t all that bad; I had lived with agony too many consecutive hours.
Tina put gauze pads over the puckered wounds and unrolled adhesive tape tightly over them. When the arm was bandaged she poured alcohol on a fresh cotton ball and went to work on the pulpy spot over my temple. She asked then, “What are you going to do?”
“That depends on you.”
“I… won’t turn you out.”
“I wouldn’t blame you if you did.”
She sighed softly. “You still haven’t answered my question.”
“I’m going to try to get out of Singapore. I don’t have another choice.”
“But where will you go?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Do you have money?”
“A few dollars.”
“I… don’t have much myself, but I can let you have about a hundred or so if it will help.”
“It’s nowhere near what I really need,” I said. “Keep your money, little girl.”
“But how will you get off the island?”
“I don’t know yet; there are ways.” The fever was spreading hot and enervating through my body now, and my eyelids seemed to be fluttering up and down like window shades over distorted glass. Tina finished putting a bandage on my temple, took the towel from where I had put it on the table, and wiped some of the sweat off my forehead. Then she stroked my hair, and her fingers were cool, cool.
“Dan,” she said, and there was alarm in her voice. “Dan, you’ve got to get to bed. You… you look awful.”
“Yeah.”
“Can you stand up all right?”
“Think so.”
“I’ll help you into the bedroom.”
“Can sleep on the settee, once I’m rid of these clothes…”
“No, you’ll sleep in the bed.”
I got up on my feet, leaning against her momentarily, the softness of her, the firmness of her. The trembling worsened, spreading to every extremity of my body now, and my knees felt strange and uncontrollable. The room seemed to shimmer slightly, in distortion.
“The bathroom first,” I said, “I have to get out of these clothes
… the blood…”
I took two steps away from Tina, and the room dissolved slowly, curiously, into an oscillating grayness, into a netherworld of shadow images like shapes seen through a dense fog. Tina’s voice clutched at me, fading, fading, something dropped into a deep well, and the grayness began to spin, I began to spin, spinning and falling and jarring impact and the void.



Chapter Sixteen


… rushing, rushing, the strip rushes up, the wheels touch and bounce and touch again, we’re almost down but we hit something, the Dakota begins to roll, I can’t hold it, oh God, oh God, the world tilts crazily, lights spin and spin and spin, there is an impact, no, no, Pete screams, he screams, there is the stench of high octane fuel, no, I feel myself being lifted, lifted, no, blackness and screaming and blackness and screaming and blackness and screaming…
Wake up, wake up.
I’m awake. Or am I? Reality and illusion commingled, and I can’t separate them. I don’t know where I am. Yielding softness beneath me, the faint creak of springs-bed? Yes, bed, but a bed should be warm and I’m cold, cold, so cold. And trembling. My whole being vibrates, muscles spasm, appendages jerk like an epileptic in a clonic seizure. Sounds fumble incoherently from my throat. Cold, cold, trembling, cold.
A blanket floats out of nowhere and covers me. A second materializes from the darkness. I pull them tight around me, so cold, but the trembling does not stop. A voice shimmers into the half-reality. “Dan,” it says. “Dan.”
Female voice, Tina’s voice. “Tina,” I hear myself say. “I’m so cold.”
“… no more blankets…”
“So cold,” I say, “so cold.”
Springs creak louder, movement beside me, hands touching me, warm hands, oh warm hands, and warm flesh too, stretching out, fitting to me, warming me, the hands stroking my neck and shoulders, holding me, and Tina’s voice whispering words I can’t quite understand. I clutch the warmth. Soft flesh, naked flesh. I hold it, I pull it to me, I cover myself with it. Warmth, warmth. A breast, a thigh, a hip, a spinal ridge. Tina. Warm body warming cold body, easing the trembling, soft Tina.
“Sleep,” she whispers. “Sleep, Dan.”
“Sleep…”
Cold gone, trembling gone, warm flesh, warm Tina, warm…
… and silent black.
I opened my eyes.
Morning. Or afternoon. Sunlight filtered through louvered shutters on a window across the room. Room. I felt a brief moment of disorientation, and then it passed and I realized I was in bed-a big double bed in a small bedroom. The sheets above and beneath my body were twisted and sodden. A pair of blankets were bunched at the foot of the bed and half-draped onto the floor, where I apparently had kicked them.
I lay quietly, not moving. There was a curious odor in my nostrils, and after a time I managed to decipher it as three parts sour fever-sweat and one part sandalwood perfume. My thoughts seemed to be clear now, and I could remember the events of the previous night-and remember, too, the dreams and the half-dream with Tina that seemed to have been reality after all.
Weakness made my body ache faintly, but it was the weakness of a broken fever rather than that of debilitation. I wondered if the sleep had done it, or if Tina had fed me some kind of antibiotic. My right arm throbbed distantly, like a vague but annoying toothache-the same sort of throbbing that plagued my temples. I lifted the arm a few inches off the bedclothes, flexing the fingers gingerly; in spite of a cramped stiffness throughout the limb, the musculature was unparalyzed and functioning sufficiently to allow me limited use of it.
I leaned my weight on my left side and raised myself slowly into a sitting position. A thin wave of gray-black dots washed dizzyingly in back of my eyes-and vanished; nausea spread through my stomach-and vanished. I got my legs around and onto the floor, held a breath, and launched myself into an upright position, hanging onto the headboard of the bed for support. I stood there like that, breathing rapidly now, dressed in nothing more than a pair of shorts-and the bedroom door opened and Tina looked in.
She said, “Dan, be careful!”
“I’m all right,” I told her. My voice sounded thick and hoarse. “I just need a minute to get my bearings.”
“You’d better let me help you-”
“I can make it, I think.”
She worried her lower lip, watching me. She had her dark hair pulled into a horsetail, and in a pair of white hip-hugger slacks and a white blouse she still looked like somebody’s teen-age daughter. “How do you feel?” she asked.
“Not as bad as I should.”
“You gave me an awful scare last night, passing out the way you did.”
“I can imagine. How did you get me to bed?”
“I don’t know, really. You were very heavy. It must have taken me half an hour to get you in here and undressed.”
“It was a bad night all around.”
“You were trembling and half-delirious, and I knew you had a fever. There were some pills in the medicine cabinet and I forced some of them down your throat. I guess they worked.”
“I guess they did.”
“I tried to sleep on the couch,” Tina said, “but you were moaning and tossing so badly in here that I was afraid you were going into a coma or something. I’ve never seen anybody shake the way you were shaking. I put some blankets on you, but that didn’t seem to do any good.” Her cheeks colored faintly. “So I got into bed with you and held you until you calmed down and stopped trembling and slept.”
“I remember, vaguely.”
“Nothing happened. I just held you.”
“I didn’t think anything had, in my condition.”
“You kept saying a name, over and over. Pete.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Listen, what time is it?”
“About one P.M.”
“What did you do with my clothes?”
“I had to put them in the garbage. They were torn and caked with blood and mud.”
“Do you think you could go out and buy me some new ones?”
“I suppose so.”
“Good girl.”
“But I’d better make you something to eat first.”
“All right. I should have some food, I guess.”
“Eggs and coffee?”
“Fine.”
She watched me solicitously as I released my hold on the headboard and took a step, and another, and a third. My legs wobbled a little, but they did not give way under my weight. When Tina saw that I could get around without assistance, she backed out and closed the bedroom door. I shuffled across to a tiny bathroom, moving like a coronary patient, and leaned on the heart-shaped basin to have a look at myself in the medicine cabinet mirror.
Not bad, not good. There was a swelling on my right temple, and the bandage Tina had applied only partially covered the discolored area there. A bruise of unknown origin made a faint, inverted half-moon on my left cheekbone, and my lips were cracked and puffy. My cheeks seemed hollow, the skin parched and dry. The heavy black beard stubble coating each gave me the look of a derelict, and the wild tangle of my hair, the blood-veined whites of my eyes, added substance to the image.
Tina had swabbed iodine on the puncture marks on my left wrist where the langsat mongrel had gripped me with its teeth, and there was no pain in the vicinity. I couldn’t see the bullet wounds in my right arm because of the bandages, but there was no swelling and no localized pain. Infection seemed unlikely.
I found a washcloth and filled the basin full and washed myself awkwardly with my left hand; there was a stall shower in there, but I didn’t think it a wise idea to get any of the bandages wet. Inside the cabinet was a bottle of mouthwash, and I used some of that to dispel the dry, bitter, after-fever taste in my mouth. There was also a Japanese razor with a new blade. I lathered my face with soap and spent ten minutes trying to shave. I couldn’t move my right arm enough to maneuver the razor, and using my left was slow and clumsy. The result was a patchy shave and a couple of bleeding nicks that I covered with moistened shreds of toilet paper.
The shorts I wore were soiled and malodorous, but I decided to leave them on anyway. I wrapped a bathtowel around myself, brushed my hair down, and took my time walking through the bedroom and into the small living room of the apartment. The weakness in my legs seemed to have abated; all things considered, I wasn’t doing badly.
Tina had a plate of brown-crusted eggs and a mug of thick coffee waiting on the half-table. The apartment contained a scorched-food smell. “I’m not much of a cook,” she said apologetically.
“These look fine.”
“So do you. Much better.”
“I’ve got a tough and durable hide.”
“Dan-have you thought about what you’re going to do?”
“Yeah, I’ve thought about it.”
“And?”
“I’m not sure yet. Most of the ways off Singapore by plane or a fast boat cost a hell of a lot more than I’ve got or could get on short notice-unless I want to commit a robbery or two, and I’m not up to that yet.”
“Couldn’t you get somebody to fly you out, say, on credit?”
“No way. Credit is the honest man’s albatross. The men who deal in human cargo can’t afford the luxury.”
“But there must be somebody…”
“One man, maybe-but you’d have to have collateral, and be willing to pony up both the fee and a bonus not long after he delivered you out. I don’t have anything for collateral, and I couldn’t make immediate payment.”
“Maybe if you went to him, pleaded with him…”
“Christ, little girl, do you think people like him are in the smuggling business for charitable reasons? He’d laugh in my face and kick my ass out the door.”
“Is he an American?”
I gave her a sharp look. “Why?”
“Well, I just thought-”
“It’s that goddam article again, isn’t it? You’re still trying to pump me for information.”
“Not…”
“The hell you’re not.”
“Oh all right!” she said with defensive anger. “I suppose I am, a little. I’ve helped you, after all, when you had no one else, and I don’t want much in return, just somewhere I can start on my article, and you flare up and act righteous like you’re my father or something! Well, I’m not as stupid as you think I am! I know what smuggling is and I’m prepared to take the chances involved. Now I think you owe me a favor and I don’t think what I’m asking is too much, Mr. Connell; you said yourself that smuggling was a dirty business in Singapore and if I can do my part to-”
“All right, Jesus, all right! You want a name, God damn it, I’ll give you a name: Steve Shannon, Irish-American, Johore Bahru. He’s killed two men that I know of in cold blood; he’s smuggled everything from heroin to Communist guerrillas; he’s a bastard and a lecher and half a dozen other things. Go to him, ask him questions; hell laugh in your face if he doesn’t rape you first. And he’s one of the better ones. All right? Are you satisfied?”
She clamped her mouth tightly closed, and a thick silence settled in the room. I took a couple of deep breaths. I knew I shouldn’t have told her about Shannon, even though I had laid it on about him a little heavy, but I was in no mood for pressured argument and I still needed her help with fresh clothing. And she was a big little girl now and I wasn’t her father and what the hell was the point in trying to act the saviour? My own life was in jeopardy, I couldn’t afford to concern myself with hers or anybody else’s.
I said, trying to keep the tightness out of my voice, “Have you got a cigarette?”
“In my purse.”
“I could use one, if you don’t mind.”
She got up from the table and went into the bedroom and came out again with a package of Marlboros. I broke the filter off one and lit the shortened cigarette with one of her matches. Watching me, Tina said, “Dan… I’m sorry.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m more concerned about you than my article, I want you to believe that.”
“Sure, I believe it.”
“What are you going to do if you can’t get help from this man Shannon?”
“There’s another way. Not good, but then not too bad either.”
“What is it?”
“It’s better that you don’t know what it is. For your sake as well as mine.”
“Where will you be going?”
I shrugged. “As far as I can get on the money I’ve got.”
Tina folded and unfolded a paper napkin between her long fingers. “Are you sure you’re doing the right thing? I mean, wouldn’t it really be the best thing to just turn yourself in to the police? Innocent men don’t go to jail in this day and age.”
“Don’t they?” I asked sardonically. “You’ve got a lot to learn about life, little girl. Listen, I’m doing the only thing I can do under the circumstances. I don’t like the idea of it, but I’ve got no alternative. I want to keep on living, and if I have to run to do that, I’ll run.”
She sighed and pushed her chair back again. “I won’t try to change your mind,” she said. “It wouldn’t do any good anyway. Shall I go and buy those clothes for you now?”
“I think you’d better,” I told her. “Get me a gaudy sports shirt and one of those cheap jungle helmets and a pair of sunglasses. If you don’t want to attract attention in Singapore, the safest way to dress is like a tourist. Nobody pays any attention to tourists.”
Tina had removed my wallet and the few other things I had had in the pockets of my khakis and bush jacket. She produced them for me. There were one hundred and forty Straits dollars in the wallet-more than I usually carry, as a result of my two days of coolie labor at Harry Rutledge’s godown. I gave Tina thirty of that, and my clothing sizes, and she left for the small shops which line Geylang Road.
I propped myself up on the settee, wrapped in the goddam towel, and thought about Wong Sot.
A shriveled Straits Chinese with a face like a yellow prune, he was the owner of a small godown on Singapore River; and for seventy-five or a hundred dollars-depending on how well you bargained-he would hide you among the cargo on one of the small junks he serviced, bound up the coast of Malaya, or across the Straits of Malacca to Kundur Island or Rangsang Island or the coast of Sumatra. That was the extent of his aid; you were on your own once the junk put you ashore. But Wong Sot was a careful man-the inscrutable Chinese-and his operation was unknown to the Singapore authorities; they would have closed him down immediately if they had been aware of his lucrative sideline. And Wong Sot didn’t ask questions. If you had his price, he would smuggle you out. Period.
There was nothing in Sumatra for me, and yet, what was there anywhere else? In any place I would be an alien without valid identification. But I could get by in Sumatra; there are ways. Construction or road crews working the jungle hire men regularly, without demanding background or identification. I could get by-and I could live with myself, knowing that, essentially, Inspector Tiong had been wrong about me all the way down the line.
I got up after a while and had another of Tina’s cigarettes, then slowly paced the hot and silent room to keep the weakness from settling in my body. What I really wanted to do was to lie down, to sleep; my wounds and infirmities needed more time to heal. But time was something I didn’t have just now. Time was something I had not had in the past eighteen hours. I kept on pacing the room in slow cadence. You can endure a considerable amount of pain and discomfort if the situation warrants it; it’s surprising just how much you can endure..
Tina returned twenty minutes later carrying a large shopping bag. She had bought an ostentatious yellow-and-red batik shirt, the kind of white jungle helmet I had asked for, white duck trousers, and a pair of dark wraparound sunglasses. I went into the bedroom to change. The shirt had medium-length sleeves, and as long as I didn’t stretch my arms the bandaged wound above my right elbow was covered. The helmet, cocked low to one side, hid the patch above my temple.
“You really do look like a tourist,” Tina said when I came out again.
“I hope so.”
“Are you still feeling all right?”
“Sure. I’m fine.”
“Do you have to leave now? Wouldn’t it be better if you waited until dark?”
“It would be, but I can’t. I’ve got to make a telephone call as soon as possible.”
“Then-I guess you have to go.”
“The quicker I’m out of here, the better it is for you.”
“I suppose so.”
We went to the door. “Be careful,” she said, and it was one of those trite old lines that seem humorous seen in films or read in books but which are something else again said in earnest parting.
“Sure.”
“We won’t see each other again, will we?”
“No.”
“I’m sorry for that,” she said, and she moved up against me, with her hands gently on my shoulders, and kissed me — soft, moist, warm. “Goodbye, Dan.”
“Goodbye, little girl. Take care of yourself.”
I turned away from her and went out and down the stairs. All the way down I felt an odd sense of regret at the finality of our parting-and a feeling of having used Tina Kellogg without giving anything of substance or importance in return, the way you feel after spending the night making love to a nice girl you care nothing about at all…



Chapter Seventeen


The city lay within an enfolding canopy of heat, like stones and sand dabs imprisoned under the smothering weight of a transparent jellyfish. As soon as I stepped from the vestibule of Tina’s building, into the glare of the sun, sweat formed and ran on my face and under my arms, and the weakness made my legs begin to ache again.
I walked slowly, west toward Geylang Road. I felt conspicuous in the bright sports shirt, even though I knew that I wasn’t, and I wondered if passers-by could detect enervation in the way I moved. But no one seemed to look at me. Recogition was still a definite threat; I knew Tiong would have a picture of me on the front page of the morning edition of the Straits Times under one of those scare heads-and while apathy and disinterest are prevalent in Singapore, there are always those who read and observe. Even dressed as I was, I could be spotted at any time, by anybody from an old Chinese nona to a fat British tourist from Liverpool.
The thing I had to do, and quickly, was to get off the streets and into a safe house somewhere. Going to Wong Sot directly and immediately seemed like the answer, but it wasn’t. Tiong would have regular patrols along the river, for one thing, and for another, Wong Sot’s godown was a place which saw hundreds of people in and out every day, rendering it useless as a safe house. Too, he dealt only in the relatively uncomplicated service of smuggling human cargo in a cheap and efficient manner, and for the prices he charged, you couldn’t expect much more than a hollowed-out burrow beneath sacks of rice in the hold of an ancient junk.
No, Wong Sot was out as an immediate destination-but I would have to call him as soon as possible so that he could make arrangements. There was never any waiting period. You called him and told him you wanted passage to Sumatra or Kundur or Bintan or Mersing; then you haggled over the price and settled on a figure, and he gave you a time and a place the same night. Assembly-line smuggling. Guaranteed only as long as it lasts.
A safe house in which to spend the remainder of the day was no real problem. Both North Bridge Road and Victoria Street were lined with movie theaters, showing British imports, American imports, West German imports, Japanese imports. Air-conditioned anonymity. And most of the houses had public telephones, which meant I could make the call from one of them without running additional risk.
I reached Geylang Road, crossed it with a stream of pedestrians at the corner light, and entered Andrews Road; Geylang was too well-traveled, and I thought that my safest course would be to take one of the narrower parallel streets. As I approached the first of these, Merapoh, one of the sleek new city buses pulled to the curb and discharged a clot of passengers. I slowed to make my way through them. In the outside lane on the street a car bearing the insignia of the Singapore Police appeared around the bus, moving without haste. There were four helmeted constables in the car, and they were watching the ebb and flow of foot traffic on both sides of the street.
I turned abruptly, instinctively, and pushed my way into a small store advertising Malay arts and crafts. The police car stopped for the light at the corner. I moved deeper into the store and pretended to examine a display of silver trinkets, watching instead Andrews Road through the shop’s long front window. The light changed finally and the car pulled ahead, still without hurry, and then disappeared from my view.
My mouth was dry, and I worked saliva through it. It could have been nothing more than a random patrol; and then again, it could be that Dinessen’s body had been found and Tiong had made a connection between the Swede and me, and a bulletin on Dinessen’s Citroen had located the car farther along Geylang Road, where I had parked it the night before. If the latter was the case, the city vehicle I had just seen wouldn’t be the only one patrolling the area. I would have to be more careful-very careful; if it had not been for that bus…
A smiling Malayan girl in a brightly colored sarong walked toward me from across the shop. I made a negative gesture with my head and moved to the door. Plenty of vehicular and pedestrian traffic, but no one and no machine with official markings. I wiped oily moisture from my forehead and went out to join the throng on the sidewalk.
Up to the corner and across Andrews Road and west on Merapoh, past the southern greensward of the block-square Royal Palms Hotel. Two blocks, three, four. My head began to ache pulsingly again, and the garish sports shirt was matted to the bare skin on my back and stomach; rancid perspiration burned in my crotch. Heat blurred the edges of my vision. I felt as if I were shambling like a drunk, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to make it all the way to Victoria Street on foot.
I stopped under a corner awning to rest, keeping my back to the street. A bus, I thought; I’ve got to take a chance on a bus. I waited there until one came along, and boarded it, and stood among the sweating bodies of the natives and the tourists crowded at the rear. It was oppressive, stifling in there. Nausea churned in my belly. I held onto the overhead strap and kept my eyes shut and my head down, enduring the lethargic lurch and sway of the bus.
A long time later we crossed the Kallang River and entered Victoria Street. I got off at Rochore Road, a block from Bugis Street and the teeming open-air food stalls. The thought of food increased the nausea. I bypassed Bugis Street and went along Victoria for another half-block, and there was a small theater with a huge multicolored marquee shading the sidewalk in front.
I stepped under it and up to the box office, averting my face from the old man inside the cage without being furtive about it. But I needn’t have bothered; he was a sleepy-eyed Oriental who spoke and acted like an android on low charge. He told me in a by-rote voice that there was a telephone in the restrooms, and I bought a ticket. The lobby was air-conditioned, all right. I sucked hungrily at the refrigerated air as I crossed the deserted expanse to a door marked with a Chinese character and with the Malay word Laki and the English word Men. At one of the basins I doused my head with cold water and drank a little to ease the rawness in my throat. The nausea receded. Better now, a little better. The bus ride, in my memory, seemed almost as dim and half-real as last night’s dreams.
The wall phone was just that: a wall phone, with no facilities for privacy. But the toilet was empty. I found one of the coins the old man had given me in change, and then fumbled through the Singapore directory hanging from the bottom of the telephone unit until I located the number of Wong Sot’s godown.
A voice answered in Chinese on the fourth ring. I said, “Wong Sot?”
The voice said, “Yayss?” in sibilant English. If a reptile born in China had the power of speech, it would sound just like that, I thought.
“I’m a sailor looking for a ship,” I said. Catch-phrase.
Pause. Then, “Yayss?”
“I want to go to Sumatra.”
“Yayss?”
“Tonight.”
“You ’Melican?”
“What difference does that make?”
“No diff-lence. Plice one hund-ed fifty dollah.”
“The hell it is.” Americans are prime in Southeast Asia, all through the Orient; when the natives see one coming, the price doubles. Wong Sot was no different from his more legitimate counterparts. “I know the going rate. I can pay seventy-five.”
“One hund-ed.”
“All right.” I would need a few dollars when I arrived in Sumatra, and I had no intention of giving Wong Sot all my money; but this was not the time for haggling. I could talk him down to seventy-five, I was certain, when I met him vis-a-vis. “When and where?”
“Nine o’clock. You come round heah.”
“On the river?”
“Yayss.”
I put the receiver down and went out into the lobby and bought a half-package of cigarettes from the machine there. Then I entered the darkened screening area, and there weren’t many customers. When I glanced up at the screen I saw why: Japanese Samurai warriors, in full color, swinging red-stained swords at one another in ritualistic slow-motion. I found a seat along the near wall next to one of the exit doors, slumped down, and laid the helmet and sunglasses on the empty chair beside me.
The first two hours were interminable. I watched every second of them pass on the luminescent green face of the clock recessed into the support pillar next to the screen. But it was cool in there and I was sedentary, and I began to feel as well as I had earlier. I needed to gather as much strength as I could for the crossing to Sumatra; once we were into the Straits, the crew of whatever junk Wong Sot stowed me aboard would allow me out of the hold and I could ride the decks; but twelve hours’ time hidden belowdecks was a fair estimate, and twelve hours in the stench and darkness and airlessness that constituted the bowels of a Chinese junk was no picnic for a man in the best of health, and a taste of hell for one in my condition.
The clock said 5:50.
Sleep a little, I thought, unwind a little. But it was no good. I would half-doze and then jerk out of it. I tried watching the screen, but that was no good either. I couldn’t concentrate on the bright, flickering movements of the characters-this was another Japanese film, one of those supernatural-detective things-and the English subtitles seemed to come and go so quickly that they were like subliminal messages registering in the subconscious but not the conscious mind.
A small gnawing began under my breastbone, and I remembered that I hadn’t eaten anything except for a few bites of the scorched eggs Tina had prepared; nothing of substance since the previous afternoon. The gnawing persisted, in spite of a half-hearted effort to drive it away with cigarette smoke. Hunger. Well, that was a healthy sign. A dying man is never hungry, somebody had told me once. I couldn’t remember who or where. The words had remained, but the source had been swallowed and digested by Time. I wondered if he had been a wise man or a fool. I wondered the same about myself and what I was about to do.
The hell with it. The choice hadn’t been mine to make, not in the beginning, not at all. Circumstance piling on circumstance, fate manipulating the invisible strings that bind every man to the worldly puppet stage. I hadn’t wanted any part of Van Rijk or Marla King or Dinessen or Tiong or the Burong Chabak — I had gone out of my way to free myself of entanglements-and now I was everybody’s favorite scapegoat. So you run, or they find you and pen you up a few yards from the chute leading to the slaughterhouse. No, you don’t have a choice and you never had one. Fate had this one all set up from the start. No choices at all.
Buggered by destiny.
The bitterest pain in the ass of all…
I sat up and shook myself mentally. The kind of thinking I had just been doing-the malignant, self-pitying cry of “Why me”-was pointless and ultimately self-destructive. I couldn’t afford it, not now, not if I wanted to get out of Singapore alive and a free man. This was my home, sure, but I had no real ties here, no family, no woman, no steady work-and one part of Southeast Asia is pretty much like another. Singapore or Sumatra or Jogjakarta-a matter of degree, not of kind. And I would be alive. And free. And my conscience would remain as clean as it had been the past two years.
The Samurai thing had come back on, and the clock said 6:50. An hour and a half. Not bad now. I smoked and watched the warriors battle to a bloody conclusion, and the clock said 7:30. I watched the opening and disorganized segments of the supernatural detective film, and the clock said 8:00. On the screen a Japanese cop began chasing some poor bastard through the streets of Tokyo, and the irony was virulent. But I had managed to shut out the devils of self-pity; I had no time for the indulgence any longer.
When the clock said 8: 15, I got up and went through the lobby and out to Victoria Street. It was dark now and the sidewalks were slick with wetness from another early evening thundershower; headlamps on passing cars glistened in fragmented points of light in the multitude of rain puddles, and tires made hissing sounds on the wet pavement. As usual the early evening crowds were heavy, and I blended with the westward stream on the Victoria Street artery leading into the heart of the city.
We crossed Stamford Road and passed Fort Canning, approaching the river. The gnawing was persistent under my breastbone now, and I decided it would be a wise idea to eat something before keeping my appointment with Wong Sot; there was no telling when or where I would be getting my next meal. I stopped at a Malaysian food stall and hurriedly ate mutton satay and rice cakes and peanut curry from a paper container. Cheap and filling, and no one paid any attention to me in the milling crowds. More importantly, I saw no police constables in the vicinity.
I walked to the river and followed its northwesterly course to where it widened considerably just prior to the bridge at Clemenceau Avenue. The same odors lingered in the darkness that lingered in the sunlight: garbage and salt water and gasoline and burning rubber and raw spices and a dozen subtler, less immediately definable smells. Most of the lighters and motorized barges lay silent at their moorings under canvas coverings or bamboo awnings, and there was little activity along the waterfront itself. Most of the godowns were closed for the night, and darkness formed thick pockets in the area.
I located Wong Sot’s godown and moved along the side of the small, iron-roofed building toward the rear. There did not seem to be any light burning inside, and I wondered if Wong Sot was going to be late-or if he conducted his business in total darkness. Well, maybe he was just being careful; I knew about him by word of mouth, not personal experience.
I reached the rear of the godown and started along the cement seawall there-and that was when the two of them came out of the surrounding black on either side of me.
Hands like trap jaws gripped my arms and pushed me up against the rough stone wall, pinning me there. Pain burst in white-hot splinters through my injured right arm, and I swallowed an involuntary cry. The coldness of metal touched my cheekbone. “This is a gun, tuan,” a soft, almost dreamy voice said. “Stand very quiet.”
And the other one said, “Or else we kill you right here and now, make no mistake.”
Malayan and Eurasian.
Van Rijk’s hirelings.



Chapter Eighteen


I thought: Wong Sot, the son of a bitch, sold me out.
Oh Christ, I had walked into a trap like a bloody goddam amateur! Van Rijk knew his way around Singapore as well as I did, and he would have put the word out on me. So many dollars guaranteed for the delivery of Dan Connell. And with Wong Sot, it wouldn’t have taken many dollars at all. He’d called Van Rijk as soon as I’d hung up this afternoon, and Van Rijk had dispatched his two orang sewaan-sewaan to keep the rendezvous. I was just no good at this kind of game any more; I had stopped thinking the way the brotherhood thought-foolishly, suicidally.
The Malay moved the gun high along my cheekbone, pressuring it. A sharp edge on the barrel gouged into my skin and I felt a quick cut of pain and then the warmth and wetness of blood. “We will go now, tuan,” he said. “No sudden movements, yes?”
I felt the pressure lessen on my right arm. I stood motionless, my teeth set against the pain. The hand released me cautiously, and when I didn’t move, the Eurasian backed off two steps. He had a gun, too, and it would have been useless to try anything in this situation. I didn’t think they would kill me just yet-Van Rijk would want to see me first — but I knew they wouldn’t hesitate to work on me with gun barrels and fists and shoes if I tried to resist. And a beating would destroy any subsequent chance I might have for escape. Passivity was the role I had to play now; the frightened co-operative.
The Malay shoved me away from the wall, still gripping my left wrist. The gun burrowed into the softness beneath my rib cage on that side. We went around the corner and along the side of the darkened godown, the Eurasian hanging back a couple of steps; they were a pair of professionals, all right.
On the street fronting the string of godowns, a thousand yards from the entrance to Wong Sot’s, the English Ford was parked in heavy shadow. The Malay pushed me into the rear seat and got in next to me; the pressure remained hard on my wrist, and the gun-a Mauser, I saw in the dome light-still nuzzled my side in mute warning. I could smell stale curry and sour wine on his breath. The Eurasian slid under the wheel in front, and a moment later we moved away rapidly into the night.
The ride lasted twenty minutes, all of them silent. I turned my head away from the Malay’s breath, but otherwise I held my body still. We went over to Orchard Road and along there toward the exclusive Tanglin sector of the city, and then turned onto a quiet residential street lined with palms and well-landscaped villas and colonials. Upper-class Singapore, where the Chettiar bankers and the Chinese towkays and the British and American investors and businessmen lived. Money and gentility and quiet luxury. And Van Rijk.
The Eurasian brought the small car smoothly to the curbing before one of the homes-a large villa with light visible behind drapery across a long front window. He stepped out to cover my exit. When he was clear of the car, the Malay released me for the first time and shoved me out, following fluidly to replace the gun muzzle under my ribs. We passed through an iron-framed gate and followed a path lined with Ixora plants and red jasmine and jungle ferns. Night birds sang softly in the surrounding growth, and purple bougainvillea grew lushly across the wide front veranda. I held my breath against the mawkish sweetness of the flowers’ scent as the Eurasian rapped three times on the front door, opened it. The Malay shoved me inside.
Van Rijk was waiting in a large bilek dudok just off the entrance foyer. It was furnished with a mahogany desk, mahogany-and-leather settee and chairs, a mahogany-and-leather bar. The walls were inlaid, alternate-grained panels of Philippine mahogany, lined with bookshelves on one side, expensive-looking Javanese wood carvings on a second, and jade statuettes and figurines on the remaining two. The rug was Thai-crafted and intricately patterned. Thievery and violence still paid well, and still bought the very best.
Van Rijk was standing beside the bar wearing a dove-gray suit and a pink ascot and holding a glass in his hand. But his eyes were glacial chips, and there was nothing gingerbread about him tonight. He was no different now from the two guns-for-hire standing behind me; shrewd and educated, which allowed him to assume the role of leader and the whims of wealth, but intrinsically there was no difference at all.
He said to the hirelings, “The Burong Chabak?”
“No, tuan,” the Malay answered. “He carried nothing.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes, tuan.”
“And he was alone?”
“Yes, tuan.”
Van Rijk looked at me. “The figurine-where is it?”
“I don’t know where it is. If I did, do you think I would have gone to Wong Sot’s tonight without it? Would I leave Singapore without it?”
He couldn’t ignore the logic in that. He slapped his glass down on the bar and paced the Thai rug in front of it. Then, abruptly, he stopped and put his eyes on me again. “Suppose we discuss Marla King.”
“There’s nothing to discuss. She’s dead.”
“You did kill her, then. I thought so.”
“I didn’t kill her. A Swede named Dinessen killed her.”
“For the figurine?”
“For double-crossing him.”
“Then why did you kill Dinessen?”
“I had no choice. It was self-defense.”
“And in spite of all these deaths, you still maintain that you know nothing about the figurine.”
“That’s right.”
His head and upper body seemed to oscillate rigidly, as if he were undergoing a violent inner battle to maintain control of his emotions. He caught up a folded newspaper lying on the bar and came over to stand in front of me. “I think you’re lying,” he said. “You know something. You have to know something.”
“I don’t know-”
He slapped me with the paper. His face was flushed, his teeth bared; the predatory instincts had won the internal struggle. “You’ll talk,” he said. “You’ll talk.” He slapped me again, and again. “You’ll talk.”
I made a convulsive lunge at him. He scuttled backward, dropping the paper, and shouted, “Khee!” in a shrill voice. One of the hirelings hit me on the back of the neck with his forearm, and I went down onto my hands and knees with my vision momentarily out of focus. Van Rijk was spitting gutter Dutch at me from in front of the bar, like a man unhinged. The Burong Chabak was more than a profit with him; he was obsessed with it.
I shook my head and regained my vision, and I was staring at the newspaper lying just in front of me on the rug. It had fallen open to the front page, and my picture looked back at me from across three columns-a grim thing taken shortly after the crash on Penang and the death of Pete Falco. There was a headline, too, that said: EX-PILOT SOUGHT IN SLAYINGS. I started to look away, to get back onto my feet, and my eyes went over the lead paragraph of the news story below the headline.
Coldness fled along the saddle of my back, and I didn’t immediately believe what I saw. I reached out and grabbed up the paper and read the story through, my fingers tightening reflexively at the edges of the newsprint, crumpling it, tearing it. I believed it then. Facts in black-and-white. Irrefutable facts. And irrefutable implications. Jarring my mind. Connections, progressions, answers. Things that had been said, and things that had not been said, and things I had taken for granted that should not have been taken for granted at all. Complexity and treachery far exceeding my original conception.
Jesus, I had been stupid-monumentally stupid all along! The key was right there on the front page of the Singapore Straits Times, and right there, too, was my chance to clear myself with Tiong-my only chance, a chance the existence of which I hadn’t even known. All I would have had to have done was to buy an edition, but I never read the papers and the thought hadn’t even occurred to me; I had presumed to know, without consideration, what would be said. But I hadn’t known at all, I had had no idea. I was a goddam babe in swaddling clothes after two years, a sucker, a sap, a fool, and stupid, stupid, stupid..
Van Rijk had stopped shouting, and when I looked up at him he was sucking breath through ovaled lips, getting himself under control again. I left the paper on the floor and got slowly to my feet. The Malay and the Eurasian were standing one on either side of me, poised, watching me with one eye and Van Rijk with the other, waiting for instructions. I had it all together in my mind now, and I was no longer berating myself. There was still a chance for me, if I could get away from the three of them; but if I had succeeded in escaping Singapore without seeing a copy of that paper, the one chance to clear myself would have been lost completely. Blundering into Van Rijk’s trap might not have been such a bitter twist of fate after all- if I could get free. But this wasn’t the place to try it; there was a better place, a much better place.
“One last chance, Mr. Connell,” Van Rijk said thinly. “You know something and you will either tell me of your own volition, or I will allow Khee and Tulloh to extract the information. Both are expert in the art of interrogation.”
“So you’ve told me,” I said, and I let my face begin to show fear and indecision. “Listen, Van Rijk, maybe we can make a deal.”
“You have lost the opportunity to bargain.”
“You want the figurine, don’t you?”
Greed made his eyes shine wetly. “You do have it, then.”
“All right, I’ve got it. There’s no point in playing games any more, I can see that. I killed the others for it, sure, and I’ve got it cached in a safe location on the island. I didn’t want to take it to Sumatra with me because of the risk; there are too many men like Wong Sot in Southeast Asia, men who’d cut your throat for a few dollars, and if anyone found out I was carrying something as valuable as the Burong Chabak, I would have been a dead man two minutes later. I figured to get clear in Sumatra or one of the Malayan states, and then shop around for a buyer; I thought I could sell the location of the figurine as easily as the figurine itself, if the buyer wanted it badly enough.”
I watched Van Rijk’s eyes as I spoke, and he was buying it; it was exactly what he wanted to hear. He took a step forward, working his tongue over fat, red lips. “Where is it, Mr. Connell?”
“Do we deal?”
“Under the present circumstances, bargaining seems unnecessary.”
“Does it? Suppose I’m one of those men who can withstand torture? Suppose I die before revealing the location of the figurine? Where would you be then, Van Rijk?”
The room was silent while he thought that over. At length he said, “Perhaps I should listen to this deal of yours.”
“Perhaps you should.”
“Well then?”
“I’ll take you to the Burong Chabak in exchange for twenty thousand Straits dollars and safe passage out of Singapore.”
“No more?”
“No more.”
“And why not?”
I smiled tightly. “I figure it this way, Van Rijk: the odds are stacked against me, all the way down the line; you’ve got me, and there’s nothing to stop you from killing me once I put the figurine in your hands. If I ask for half or even a quarter of the value of the Burong Chabak, it’s a certainty that you’ll kill me. I know the kind of man you are, Van Rijk. But twenty thousand Straits dollars and safe passage isn’t much, and maybe you’ll honor a bargain for those stakes. I don’t want to die, and this is the only way I can see to beg off my life.”
His lips curved in an unctuous smile; he was his old self again. “I accept your offer, Mr. Connell,” he said.
“I thought you would.”
“Where is the Burong Chabak?”
“Mikko Field.”
“The abandoned airstrip on the west coast?”
“Yes.”
“Exactly where at Mikko Field?”
“I’ll show you where when we get there.”
“It isn’t necessary for you to be along when we pick it up.”
“Oh but it is. You’ll never find the hiding place without me, even with directions.”
Van Rijk studied me for a long moment. Trap? he was thinking. But there was no way I could have set one up. He decided I was playing clean with him-just as I had known he would. “Very well, Mr. Connell,” he said. “We will all go to Mikko Field, and if you can produce the Burong Chabak, we will return here and I will give you twenty thousand Straits dollars. The passage will be arranged for tomorrow, to any destination within reason.”
In a pig’s ass, I thought. But I said, “Let’s go then.”
And we went.



Chapter Nineteen


The west coast of Singapore island contains stretches of still-undeveloped mangrove swamps, a few Malay fishing kampongs, and little else. Mikko Field had been carved out of the swamps by the Japanese during their occupation in the Second World War, mainly for use as a supply dump; when they were driven out, the strip had been taken over by a private aviation company which had operated there until five years ago. They had gone into bankruptcy then, and the field had ostensibly been abandoned. But there were a few pilots-mysetf among them-who had made use of the strip, in spite of the deteriorating condition of its runway, for contraband drops and pickups.
It took less than a half-hour for the ride out there from Van Rijk’s villa. The Eurasian did the driving, and the Malay sat in back with me, holding his Mauser a couple of inches from my belly. Van Rijk sat tensely on the passenger seat in front, staring with an almost childlike eagerness through the windshield. The moon was flushed bright orange in the black sky, and its shine illuminated the road enough so that you could have driven it without headlights. We met only two cars on Kelang Bahru Road, both heading into the city.
The access road leading in to Mikko Field was badly scarred with chuckholes and heavily grown with tall lalang grass and tangled vines and creepers encroaching from the swampland on both sides. We crawled along for a quarter of a mile, and in the moonlight the stilt and prop roots of the mangrove trees looked like exposed networks of ugly brown veins extending into the muddy earth. A few thousand yards from the field, the road became impassable. The lalang grass was very tall and thick, and parasitic vines and grotesque thorn bushes braided together to form a barrier that was more effective than any man-made obstruction.
The Eurasian braked to a stop and shut off the Ford’s headlamps. In the bright moonshine I could see the long, slightly pitted concrete runway, raised some ten feet on steep earth mounds from the mangrove jungle on both sides. At its upper end, to our left, were the rotting wooden outbuildings, and farther behind them the huge, broken-domed hangar.
Van Rijk got out of the car first, backing away to watch the hirelings perform their professional ritual in getting me out. The night was alive with the buzzing hum of tiger mosquitoes and midges, and with the throaty music of the Malayan cicadas. There was the smell of decaying vegetation, of fetid swamp water, and, oddly, of wild gardenia blossoms.
Van Rijk said, “Well, Mr. Connell?”
“We follow the road to the outbuildings on foot.”
He peered into the morass distastefully. “Very well, then.”
The Malay put the Mauser into the small of my back and prodded me forward into the thick vegetation choking what was left of the access road at this point. The Eurasian hung back a couple of steps, and Van Rijk brought up the rear. We had gone just a few feet when Van Rijk said sharply, “Wait!”
We stopped in single file. “Cars coming,” the Eurasian said, and in the ensuing silence I could hear the distant drone of automobile engines. There were no lights visible through the mangrove jungle; whoever it was had to be proceeding without headlamps.
The Malay said, “Polis, tuan?”
“How could the-?”
Van Rijk had no chance to finish the sentence. As soon as the Malay had spoken-at soon as I knew at least part of his attention was drawn from me-I had pivoted around and up, right arm extended into a plane, fingers as rigid as the stiffened musculature would allow. I brought the bottom edge of the hand down on the Malay’s wrist, at the same time coming up with my left hand under the gun. Bright agony slashed the length of my arm, into my armpit, but I had sufficient force in the blow to drive the Malay’s arm violently downward. My grip on the Mauser gave me possession of it. His finger jerked on the trigger, and the gun discharged against my palm, burning; but the bullet traced in a harmless diagonal into the night sky. I drove the weapon upward into the Malay’s face, and the butt took him high on the forehead, snapping his head back. He staggered into the Eurasian, bawling, and I reversed the gun in my hand and plunged into the mangroves to the right.
The Eurasian fired after me, missing high, and I heard Van Rijk scream, “Don’t kill him, not yet, not yet!”-still thinking of the Burong Chabak. I ran deeper into the swamp, dodging trees and bushes and shrubs; there was some five hundred yards of it between the access road and the runway, which paralleled each other at this point. The road itself, I knew, widened into a large cleared space roughly three hundred yards from the outbuildings-a thousand yards from where we were now. Even with the lalang grass, that area would be open all the way to the buildings. But the structures themselves were positioned so that I would have a shorter run along the airstrip than across the cleared space. I had to get to them, and in the bright moonlight I couldn’t afford prolonged exposure.
Thorns ripped at my bare arms as I ran; unseen creepers tugged at my clothing; something brushed my face, whispering, cold. Throbbing in my head, in my right arm. The sweat of weakness on my body again. But the urge for survival-the thought of what lay ahead and what lay behind-summoned reserves of strength that enabled me to function, to maneuver, to run.
I could hear movement behind me, muffled shouts; and I could hear the sound of the approaching automobiles, louder now, coming faster. The police, I thought; it can’t be anybody else. Tiong. Somehow, some way-Tiong.
The ground was soft and sucking beneath my shoes, and the tangled mangrove roots were everywhere. I veered around one of the thick-trunked trees, and a snarled root trapped my trailing right foot. I stumbled and fell sprawling. The Malay’s gun jarred loose from my hand, and I heard it fall in the darkness. Damn, damn! It wasn’t over yet, not even with the police here; Van Rijk and his hirelings were close behind, running away from the oncoming vehicles as much as they were chasing me. But I couldn’t take the time to look for the Mauser. I struggled to my feet again, hurting, hurting, and ran on.
The mangroves thinned, and I could see the runway a few yards on my right. I pushed my way through a clump of wild chekor shrubs to the base of the embankment. The mounded earth was a quagmire from the evening rain. I started up, digging the heels of my shoes into the mud, clawing at the mire with my left hand, fingers splayed, to keep my body from slipping backward. The cicadas were no longer singing now, and even the humming of the midges and the mosquitoes seemed to have abated; the heavy, ragged sound of my breathing was overloud on the still night air.
I fought my way up onto the strip and ran in a low crouch toward the outbuildings, my muddied shoes slapping wetly on the concrete. I kept my mind blank, willing forward movement. Behind me, I heard the roar of the Eurasian’s pistol, and then a muffled, cursing shout from Van Rijk. I glanced back over my shoulder. The two hirelings were at the base of the embankment, just beginning to come up. I couldn’t see Van Rijk. And I couldn’t see the spot on the access road where we had left the English Ford. The automobile engines had died, though, and I heard car doors slam, someone barking orders in Malay and English.
I swiveled my head, looking frontally again. Almost to the outbuildings now. The closest building was a long, rectangular, low-roofed affair that had probably been used to quarter duty personnel during the Japanese occupation, and for storage by the aviation company. All the glass had been broken out of its several windows a long time ago, and some of the wooden side boarding had rotted or pulled away, leaving darkened gaps like pockmarks in its facing wall. Off to one side was a much smaller, ramshackle substructure-a shed of some kind-that listed dangerously to one side, as if it were contemplating collapse.
I cut toward there, looking back again. The Malay and the Eurasian were on the runway now, two hundred yards away and running. Still no sign of Van Rijk. Police whistles sounded shrilly from the swamp jungle. There were more shouts in Malay and English, and the sounds of men fighting their way through the morass.
I stumbled around the corner of the rectangular building and along the side of the shed. A semicircular, jagged-edged opening in the wood siding yawned black, like a small cave opening. I pulled up, dragging breath into my lungs, and dropped on my hands and knees; a couple of minutes, that was all I needed. I scrambled through the opening and inside the shed.
Thin shafts of moonlight made a pale, irregular Venetian blind pattern on the debris-ridden floor. I drew myself to the front wall, to where I could see the airstrip through one of the gaps in the boarding. It was close, humid in there-a pervasive heat like that in an orchid hothouse. An odor of decay permeated the heavy air. And there was another odor, too, subtler, mildly fragrant.
Sandalwood.
I was not alone in that shed. I hadn’t been the only one to seek refuge here. And the realization of those facts brought a tight, grim smile to the corners of my mouth. It was over now, no mistake. Fate had done an about-face. First Tiong, and now, right here in the confines of this little shed-trapped here in fitting irony-was the one person at the core of this whole business, the one person I had trusted and the one person I should never have trusted at all.
Marla King.
The real Marla King.
Alias Tina Kellogg.



Chapter Twenty


She crawled out of the pocket of shadow against the far wall like a black widow out of a dark cellar corner. One of the shafts of pale moonshine fell across her face, and the facade was gone completely. The trusting, pleading, naive little girl had been stripped away like an actress’s make-up, and beneath the carefully constructed mask was a hardened and amoral face etched now in thinly controlled fury.
I thought of the sense of guilt and regret I had felt at what I’d expected to be our final parting earlier that day, and the taste of my own naivete was camphor-bitter in my throat. Oh, she had suckered me beautifully, all right-down the line, from the first minute I had set eyes on her in the Old Cathay. It had been a fine performance while it lasted, played just for me, played for one reason only; but after it was over, the way it happens with so many performances, you could see the flaws in it and you wondered self-critically why you didn’t detect them at the time…
I looked away from her face, to the gun in her right hand. It was of Belgian manufacture, a Browning. 25-caliber automatic with a two-inch barrel and a checkered, hard-rubber grip. I said, “Is that the gun you shot La Croix with, Marla?”
“So you know.” Flat, cold, empty.
“Yeah, I know. I’ve known for a couple of hours now, ever since I saw a copy of the Straits Times and found out that the woman I had thought all along was Marla King was really Penny Carlisle, the mistress of a Swede named Dinessen. Once I knew that, and that the real Marla King was still alive and unaccounted for, it didn’t take long to fit things together.”
“I should have killed you today,” she said. “But I felt sorry for you, just a little. I wanted to give you a chance.”
“Some chance.”
She moved a foot to the right, to the front wall of the shed, and looked out through a gap with one eye, watching me with the other. “What’s going on out there?”
“What do you think?”
“The police?”
“And Van Rijk. Some party, isn’t it?”
The sounds of shouts, of police whistles, drifted into the shed, much louder now. I looked out at the runway. The moon overhead made it seem as bright as the grounds of the New World Amusement Park. Van Rijk’s hirelings were drawn up out there, a hundred yards away; the Eurasian had his arm extended, crouching, and even at this distance I could see the gun in his hand. But before he could use it there was a short, sharp burst from an automatic weapon-a Sten gun, I thought. The Eurasian fell, spilling headlong. The Malay veered off to the right, running in a weave. The automatic weapon sounded again. He went off the side of the embankment feet first, like an Olympic broadjumper, and disappeared from sight.
Two constables came up onto the runway from the mangroves and started toward the outbuildings. There were undoubtedly more converging through the jungle itself. As I watched the two on the airstrip, pistol shots rang out, three of them in rapid succession, and then another burst from the Sten gun. After that, the whistles and shouts ceased and the night wrapped itself in silence.
I turned my head away from the opening. “They’ve got Mikko Field covered from all sides now, Marla,” I said. “It’s all over for you.”
“Is it?”
“You can’t get out of this shed without being seen, and the rest of the police will be down here pretty soon to conduct a thorough search; they won’t overlook us.”
“I’ve still got you.”
“For a hostage? You can forget that idea. The police don’t give a damn about me.”
“We’ll see about that.”
“Face it, Marla: you’re fresh out of time and luck.”
Her teeth shone like white bone through the red wound of her mouth. “If I don’t leave here, with the figurine, you won’t be leaving either. I’ll see to that.”
“Where is the figurine?” I asked her. “Still hidden where La Croix put it? Sure. You wouldn’t have had any reason to retrieve it until tomorrow morning. That’s when Shannon is due, isn’t it? He would have told you, when you contacted him this afternoon, that he couldn’t take you out until dawn tomorrow at the earliest. He’d need time to arrange things, and there’s no lighting facilities for a night landing here; moonlight alone isn’t enough on a strip like this one, even for an experienced pilot.”
“You know all the answers, don’t you?”
“Enough of them,” I said. “Listen, even if you did manage to get away tonight, with the Burong Chabak, the police will keep right on watching Mikko Field; they’ll know you were here for a reason, and it won’t take them long to figure out what it is. If Shannon comes in as scheduled, they’ll pick him up with no trouble at all. And you wouldn’t last two days alone and on the run, Marla-not on Singapore.”
“That’s what you think, you smart son of a bitch.”
“You’re a real sugarcake, aren’t you?”
“And you’re a blundering ass. God, I should have put this gun to your head right at the start!”
“Why didn’t you, Marla?”
“La Croix was a coward, but from what he told me about you, I wasn’t sure I could handle you with a gun. The other way seemed better.”
“He picked some partner when he picked you, all right.”
“He was the one who double-crossed me to start all this.”
“Not until after the two of you together double-crossed Van Rijk,” I said. “He hired you and brought you onto Singapore to steal the figurine from the Museum of Oriental Art, didn’t he? But you decided to keep it for yourselves, and then La Croix got fancy and went you one better; a triple-cross, his one big gamble. The two of you had arranged for the flat in the Katong Bahru Housing Estate, and you went to ground while La Croix went out to make arrangements for leaving the island. The poor bastard took the Burong Chabak with him, cached it here at Mikko Field, and then came to me, thinking that I would fly him out alone. I refused. So he went to the Swede immediately after leaving my place, and Dinessen agreed to take him to Bangkok, where the two of you had set up a buyer to replace Van Rijk. La Croix went to pick up the figurine, but he never got to it. You found him first.”
“I found him, all right.”
“How?”
“He’d rented a car for the two of us, and he still had it when he disappeared on me. I found a place where I could watch the rental agency, thinking that maybe he’d come back there to turn it in. It wasn’t much of a chance, but it was all I had. And he did show up there, but not for that reason; the rental had been giving him trouble, and he wanted another one for the drive out to Mikko Field to pick up the Burong Chabak.”
“So you surprised him with the gun and forced him to drive you out to the lonely stretch near Bedok-and once there, to tell you where he’d hidden the figurine. He must have told you that I had refused him, too, and why-but before he could tell you anything else, such as whether or not he’d been able to make other arrangements for safe passage and the name of the man if he had, something happened. Maybe he tried to run. Or maybe he found a spark of bravery buried under his cowardice and tried to take the gun away from you.”
“He clawed me like a woman. I didn’t want to kill him yet, but I didn’t have any choice.”
“And so you pumped the rest of the clip into his face in frustration.”
She said nothing.
I went on, “You still had no way off the island, and no contacts here except Van Rijk-and you obviously couldn’t go to him. There was nobody but me. Not to take you out directly, but to provide you with the same name I’d given La Croix, or another one just like it. You came to the Old Cathay and went to work on me, and if Van Rijk’s hirelings hadn’t shown up so abruptly, you’d probably have made your little-girl-journalist pitch sometime that night.
“But the two of them did show up. They’d been watching me ever since that morning, when I brushed Van Rijk off; he’d figured I was hiding something. The hirelings saw the two of us in the Old Cathay, waited until we left, and then moved in; but they weren’t after me at all, the way I thought-they were after you, Marla, and you knew it immediately. So you let me stand them off while you got away.
“You went back to the safe house in the Katong Bahru Estate, and you stayed there. The close escape at the Old Cathay must have shaken you up-and given you a new respect for Van Rijk’s capabilities-and you decided to remain in hiding until you could arrange for passage off the island. The Burong Chabak was safely tucked away where you could get it at any time, and until you were ready to leave, all you had to do was to keep to ground and work on me.
“My refusal to help with your ‘article,’ after I’d responded to your note, infuriated you, didn’t it? My guess is that when you ran out of the apartment living room that night, it was to get the Browning. You were going to drop the little girl role then and there, and force co-operation out of me at gunpoint. I was your only link to freedom, and you couldn’t afford to let me walk out. Only I had already walked out when you returned with the gun.”
I paused, watching her. She was grimly silent, stilt looking at both me and what was transpiring outside. I could hear movement nearby, at my back, but all I could see was one man armed with the Sten gun I had heard earlier, standing out on the runway. Tiong-I was still certain it was Tiong-and the others would be searching the hangar and the duty quarters; but it wouldn’t take them long to get around to here.
I said, “You didn’t know what to do after I’d gone, did you, Marla? You were afraid I’d tumble to who you really were, what with Van Rijk, and the police sniffing around and asking questions. You could have come to my place directly, but the chances were good that Van Rijk was still having me watched and you didn’t want to play into his hands again, like you had at the Old Cathay. So you waited until the next afternoon and called me and gave me the little-girl routine again. I hung up on you. You knew you couldn’t sit in the apartment forever, and yet you were afraid to walk the streets for fear of being spotted by one of Van Rijk’s lookouts. You still hadn’t made up your mind when I showed up on your doorstep last night, ready and prime for plucking, and poured out my story to you.
“If you’d known I was that deeply involved previously, you’d never have stayed where I could find you. And if I’d used my head, and gotten some luck, I’d have tumbled to you a long time ago. But as it was, circumstances worked in your favor-at least for a while.
“When the Australian girl came to see me two days ago, claiming to be you, I took her at her word; I had no reason to doubt her, especially after Van Rijk confirmed Marla King’s complicity in the theft later that night. Dinessen had told his mistress about La Croix and about the figurine-or she’d been present when the Frenchman showed up; and when La Croix turned up dead, the two of them were certain I was the one who killed him, and that I was the one who had the figurine. They didn’t consider you for it because La Croix must have told them there was no way you could find him here on the island-another of the poor bastard’s mistakes-and because La Croix had said that I was the only other person who ‘knew’ where the figurine was hidden.
“So Penny Carlisle convinced Dinessen that the best way to pry the Burong Chabak out of me was for her to pretend to be Marla King. I let her think I had it, to play her along and set her up for the police, and once she felt sure that I was going to deliver, she played your game and tried to double-cross Dinessen. He found out about it and killed her, and then came to me.
“Christ, you must have been laughing inside when I turned up last night. It was perfect for you. You kept on playing little girl, and then nursemaid and sympathetic confidante-and I kept right on believing in you. You pried Shannon’s name out of me this morning, and when you went out to buy me some clothing, you called Shannon, got him to agree to an offer, and set up a rendezvous here at Mikko Field-where the figurine was cached, a perfect pickup and departure point. As soon as you finished talking to him, you called the police, no doubt anonymously, and told them you’d seen a man answering my description, wearing the clothes you’d bought for me, in the vicinity of Geylang Road and the housing estate. If they’d picked me up as you expected-”
“Shut up!” she said suddenly in a fierce sotto voce. “They’re coming over here now!”
I straightened slightly, placing my hands flat on my knees. “Jesus Christ, you’re a sugarcake, all right,” I said. “Oh, Dan, be careful, Dan, goodbye, Dan-and a Judas kiss so sweet and gentle I couldn’t feel the knife at all-”
“Damn you, shut up!” She moved the automatic, and that was all I had been waiting for. I brought my left hand off my knee, swinging it out and up, palm open. My bunched fingers hit the barrel of the Browning, driving it upward and out of her hand. She made an ugly sound in her throat as the gun hit the far wall with a dull, empty crack, and came at me nails flashing. I hit her on the point of the jaw with my bunched left hand, a clean, sharp blow, and she went down into a loose heap on the littered floor.
I looked at her for a moment, and when she remained motionless I turned away and crawled to the opening in the side wall. “Tiong!” I shouted. “This is Dan Connell, Tiong! I’m coming out unarmed and with my hands in plain sight!”
There were scurrying movements without. I waited. A voice called at length, “Come, then. Slowly.” Tiong, all right.
I eased my body through the opening, into bright moonlight, and gained my feet with my arms upraised. Tiong and two of his constables were there, pistols drawn. I stood unmoving and let them shake me down for weapons; then I said, “Marla King is inside the shed. She’s unconscious, but you’d better get handcuffs on her before she comes out of it.”
He looked at me for a time, his face impassive. Finally, he said something in Malay to one of the constables. The officer nodded and moved away to enter the shed.
I said, “Have you got Van Rijk?”
“We have him.”
“And the other two?”
“Both dead.”
“Then you’ve wrapped it up, Tiong. Or you will have when you’ve got the Burong Chabak. If you’ll let me tell my story, and try to understand the circumstances, I’ll put the figurine in your hands right now.”
“It is here?”
“Yes.”
“Where?”
“A drop point I used to use in the old days. I did a couple of jobs for an organization fronted by La Croix, and he would leave payment for me there in the beginning.”
“I sere.”
“Will you give me a fair hearing, Tiong?”
“As far as facts warrant.”
“That’s all I ask.”
I led Tiong and the remaining constable past the rectangular building and around to where the huge, broken-domed hangar was located. At its rear were two large, heavily corroded tanks that had been used during the Japanese occupation for the storage of water. I went to the nearest one and put my back to it and counted off fifty paces in an easterly direction. I stood then in a flat area grown with lalang grass. There was evidence, when you looked closely, that someone had been there recently; several of the stalks were bent, others crushed. I knelt and scraped away foliage with my hands, revealing an oblong wooden cover flush with the ground. Beneath it was a wooden box set deep into the earth, housing rusted emergency regulating valves for the airstrip’s oil and gas supply lines.
There was also a small, canvas-wrapped bundle, about the size of a shoebox.
Tiong lifted it out and removed the canvas carefully. A cushioned foam-rubber sheeting was under that, and inside the sheeting was the Burong Chabak.
It was not as large as I had envisioned it. Intricately, painstakingly carved, it depicted a night bird-a burong chabak — in full flight, wings spread, head extended as if into a great wind. The bird itself was of white jade-the purest, most valuable of all jade; the squarish pedestal upon which it rested was of a dark green jade that glistened almost blackly in the moonlight.
Under normal circumstances it might have been a thing of great beauty. Here, now, it seemed malevolent, repellent, with no esthetic qualities at all. I looked away.
From the direction of the ramshackle shed I could hear Marla King screaming obscenities. They were like the shrieks of night birds in the lush and fragrant stillness.



Chapter Twenty-one


Later, much later, in Tiong’s office at the Central Police Station.
I sat on the metal chair in front of his desk and told him my story seven times, outlining the events as I saw them, as I had done to Marla King in the shed at Mikko Field. I explained what had happened with Dinessen, and how his death had come about. I recounted in detail my reasons for going to Number Seven Tampines Road, and why I had run when he and his men arrived. I told him how, after seeing the copy of the Straits Times at Van Rijk’s, I had remembered Mikko Field and the drop point La Croix and I had used in the old days. I explained that I had led Van Rijk out to the strip because I had suspected that was where Marla King had gone to await Shannon’s arrival from Johore; if I hadn’t been able to effect an escape from him there, I said, he would likely have found the girl-and some justice, at least, would have been done as a result.
Tiong listened patiently to everything I said, interrupting occasionally to ask a question. His face was as inscrutable as ever, and I couldn’t read his eyes; I had no idea whether or not he believed me, and if he did, whether or not he cared. He said nothing one way or the other.
I ventured a few questions of my own, and he answered them tersely but without reluctance. He had had a carefully placed stakeout on Van Rijk’s private villa for some time-preferring that method to direct questioning-and the stakeout had been in radio contact with Tiong just prior to the raid on Number Seven Tampines Road; when the stakeout reported that Van Rijk was still at his villa fifteen minutes before nine, Tiong had known he was not going to keep the appointment and had come in early. The stakeout had also seen the two hirelings bring me to the villa that night and had summoned Tiong. Tiong had arrived just in time to follow the four of us when we left for Mikko Field, and the gunshot which had discharged when I’d taken the Mauser away from the Malay had decided them to move in when they had.
My third question had to do with Marla King. Her real name, Tiong said, was Tina Jeunet, and she was an American citizen born in Hawaii. Her father had been French, and a thief, and he had died by police bullets in Honolulu six years before; she had apparently learned the finer points of the trade from him, because she had been implicated as far back as four years-without proof-in several large-scale thefts in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. She had finally been irrevocably linked to a major robbery six months before-the disappearance of priceless literary documents in Macao; a warrant had been issued for her arrest through Interpol by the Portuguese authorities there. Her background explained why Van Rijk had brought her in to help steal the Burong Chabak, and the Interpol warrant explained her illegal entrance into Singapore. And since Macao had been La Croix’s home for the past three years, it had apparently been there that she’d met the Frenchman.
A constable knocked on the door, finally, and came in to tell Tiong that he was wanted elsewhere in the building. Tiong went out without speaking to me, leaving me alone in the warm, bright office.
I wanted a cigarette, but I had lost the half-pack I had bought at the movie theater and it was obvious from the lack of ashtrays in there that Tiong didn’t smoke. I sat on the chair and stared at the silent walls and wished for a place to lie down. Fatigue lowered my chin to my chest, and increased the aches and pains throughout my body. They had taken me to the infirmary shortly after we’d come in from the airstrip, and a police doctor had rebandaged the wound on my arm and the one on my temple. He had given me a couple of capsules to take and pronounced me fit for interrogation.
I thought of the lumpy old bed at my flat, under the tattered mosquito netting, and wondered if I would ever see it again. I thought of an iced Anchor Beer and wondered if I would taste it again. I thought of Pete Falco and Penang Island, and the reputation which two years of straight living had failed to dim, much less obliterate. And I thought of the search for inner peace, of the progress I had made, and the progress I could keep on making if I were given the chance.
Which way would it go? Tiong was a hard man, an uncompromising one-but he had cleared up more than a few deaths on this night, and recovered the Burong Chabak, and broken at least two smuggling operations-Dinessen’s and Wong Sot’s. He didn’t need me, too, unless he refused to believe my story and my innocence; unless he wanted to be shut of a man he considered to be in no way an asset to the internal harmony of his city and his island.
Which way would it go, now that we had come to the end of it? Fate would decide, as it had decided everything else which had happened in the past few days. We are all children of fate, I thought-right or wrong, good or bad. It will be fate that makes the final decision.
Soon, though. Please make it soon.
And the door opened and Tiong came back into the office.
He went behind his desk and sat down without looking at me. I got my head up, waiting. A long time passed, and he said, “I have spoken with Van Rijk and with Marla King. Van Rijk maintains it was you who murdered the Carlisle woman.”
“Only because I told him I had done it,” I said. “He wanted to believe it, and I needed a story to get him out to Mikko Field.”
“So you told me.”
“What does Marla King say?”
“Very little, at the moment.”
“Did she try to implicate me too?”
“She mentioned your name not at all.”
“Doesn’t that prove something to you?”
“Perhaps,” Tiong said. His black eyes roamed my face. “I also spoke with the police laboratory. The technicians discovered a quantity of skin under the fingernails of Penny Carlisle; the skin was that of Lars Dinessen. There were two long scratches on each of his upper arms.”
I let breath out softly between my teeth.
“With that evidence, and your co-operation, I have decided that your account of what happened yesterday and last night is the truth. There is still, however, the matter of property damage on Tampines Road, and resisting arrest, and striking a police officer and several civilians, and failure to report a violent death-among other charges.”
“Yeah,” I said, “I know.”
“I cannot ignore them.”
“I don’t suppose you can.”
Tiong looked down at his desk top. He sat there like that for some time, motionless, like a Buddhist monk in religious contemplation. Then, finally, he raised his head. “Go home, Mr. Connell,” he said.
I stared at him. “What?”
“You’ll be summoned before a magistrate shortly. I see no reason to hold you until that time. I will notify you of your appearance, and I will recommend leniency and a mild fine in court. I shouldn’t think, in view of my recommendation, that you will have to worry about deportation.”
“I don’t understand, Tiong.” There was honest wonder in my voice. “Why the change of heart? Yesterday morning, and today too, you were ready to hang me for the slightest transgression. And now you’re willing to testify in my behalf in court. Why?”
“The Asian mind is perhaps difficult for the Westerner to understand. Yesterday morning I did not believe that the death of one person, even a close friend, could completely change a man who had scorned the law all his life. Tonight I do believe it, and because I do, I am willing to offer you the opportunity to continue to make amends for your former life. I cannot persecute a repentant man, Mr. Connell.”
“I… don’t know what to say.”
“Say nothing. And do nothing to bring you back to this office. Remain a repentant man. Selamat jalan, Mr. Connell.”
I got on my feet and we looked at each other for several seconds of deep silence. I thought: The twain have met; Kipling was full of crap. But it was fate, of course-just as it had been fate all along. Making fools of wise men, and wise men of fools. Ensnarling and unsnarling. Bringing fear and offering hope.
“Selamat jalan, Tiong,” I said, and I turned and went out of his office and out of the building and into the quiet, moon-drenched streets-of the Lion City, of the Pearl of the South China Sea, of home.
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