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Malaya 1941

It was not the first time Connie had killed someone. But today there were witnesses.

A car’s bumper should be a mute object, but in November 1941 the chrome bumper on Constance Hadley’s 1938 Chrysler Royal found its voice. It screeched, an ear-ripping noise of metal against metal. It cracked, snapping one of the wooden supports on the covered walkway that ran along Alexandra Parade. It thudded, a warm, muffled grunt as it smacked into human flesh. Those sounds were to play over and over in Connie’s head. A screech. A crack. A thud. Over and over, like one of the merry go rounds where the tinny music knows no end.

The sun is a source of life. Whoever said that had never lived in Malaya. Connie squinted through the windscreen as she drove through the crowded streets of Palur and felt the sun battering her brain with its fist. She had considered, on more than one occasion, taking her husband’s best hunting rifle, the one he’d had specially shipped over from London last year, aiming it at that massive yellow orb hanging in the sky and pulling the trigger. Popping it like a balloon. She’d once mentioned this desire to Nigel, and he’d looked at her oddly.

Today she’d broken her sunglasses, damn it. That was what was making her bad-tempered. Without those, she always developed a vicious headache in the sunshine. Sunshine. She grimaced as she peeled her back off the seat, feeling her damp blouse stick to the upholstery. Sunshine was far too gentle a word. Sunshine was what existed in England. It warmed your toes in the grass and peeked at you under the brim of your straw hat. She loved sunshine. The brutal heat and humidity here in the heart of Malaya were killing her.

There had been a mud slip that had delayed her drive into town, and she was hurrying now to make it to the Victoria Club in time for a swim with Harriet Court. She squeezed her big American car past one of the bicycle rickshaws that darted up and down the high street, as irritating as the fat black flies, and spotted a gap in the traffic. Instantly she accelerated into it. She swung the wheel to take the corner into Alexandra Parade, an elegant boulevard of imposing buildings where the British Empire had placed its colonial stamp on this docile patch of the Malay Peninsula.

At exactly that moment, another car did the same, as sleek and ruthless as a black-finned shark.

“Damn you, look out!” Connie shouted, and slammed on her brakes.

It was too late. She fought the steering wheel, but the back end of the Chrysler cut loose. With a sickening lurch of her stomach, she felt it start to swing in a wide, uncontrollable arc. Her wing raked the black car, but instead of slowing, it seemed to gather momentum from the impact. It was the screech of her bumper that alerted people. Faces turned to stare at her, wide-eyed with shock as the two-ton metal missile hurtled toward them on the sidewalk. The car jerked when its wheel caught in one of the deep storm drains, but still it didn’t stop, and figures scattered in all directions.

The moment seemed to elongate. Appalled, Connie watched it happen. She saw a woman yank her child off its feet and open her mouth in a huge melon-sized scream. An old man in a straw boater stood paralyzed with fear directly in front of her, and a dark moist patch blossomed on the front of his pale flannel trousers. Connie dragged at the steering wheel, her heart slamming against her ribs. The car’s hood shifted a fraction to the right and took down one of the timber uprights of the covered walkway that gave shoppers respite from the scorching sun. The crack of the wood was like a gunshot. The old man ducked, so that the bumper missed him by the width of the brim of his hat, and instead selected a different victim: a stocky native woman wearing a bright green sarong, a woven basket perched on her shoulder.

Connie screamed at her through the windscreen as she stamped on the brake pedal. “Run! Run!”

Please, please, run faster!

But the woman knew that her time had come. That the spirits had chosen her, and there was no escape. She swung round at the last moment and faced the oncoming car. She stared straight into Connie’s eyes and her lips moved, but the words were swallowed by Connie’s own scream as the bumper uttered its muffled grunt. It had found flesh. The woman’s eyes became huge black pools of pain for one brief moment before she disappeared from Connie’s sight and the car shuddered to a halt.

No!

Connie was shaking, teeth chattering. With an effort of will she unclamped each finger from around the steering wheel and seized the chrome door handle. She tumbled out of the car and raced to the front of the hood. She caught sight of a pair of bare feet, their soles covered in red dust, then caramel-colored legs and the edge of a green sarong. On the ground, the rest of the woman’s body was hidden from sight behind the crowd that had gathered around her, but they drew back at Connie’s approach, opening a path for her. As if she were unclean.

“Call an ambulance! Pangil ambulans!” she shouted to a man in a striped butcher’s apron, and he said something in reply, but the connection between her ears and her mind seemed to have broken because the sounds meant nothing to her.

The Malay woman lay on her back, not crumpled, not in a tangle of blood and fractured bones, but straight and unharmed as though she had dozed off by mistake in the heat. With a rush of relief Connie dropped to her knees on the sidewalk beside her and lifted the limp hand. It felt warm and dry against her own damp palms, with short stubby fingers that curled around hers in a stubborn grip. She isn’t dead, thank God, she isn’t dead. But the woman’s eyes remained firmly closed.

“An ambulance is coming, a doctor will be here very soon. Don’t try to move,” Connie told her, her throat so tight the words sounded as if they’d come from someone else’s mouth. She leaned over the motionless figure, shielding her from the glare of the sun, and asked softly, “Are you in much pain?”

No response.

“I’m so sorry,” Connie said. “I didn’t mean to…” Her voice trickled away. She wanted to wrap the woman in her arms and rock her gently. “Please,” she murmured, “open your eyes if you can hear me.”

Still no response.

Thick black lashes lay on the plump dusky cheeks, and fine veins traced a network back into her temple where the beginnings of a bruise were starting to form. She looked a similar age to Connie herself, about thirty-four, but the woman’s dense black hair that she wore pulled back into a knot behind her head was showing the first few streaks of gray. Maybe she was older. Her nose was broad, and the skin of her arms a patchy, uneven brown as if she worked with chemicals of some sort. What world have I wrenched her out of?

There was no blood. Not a mark on the sarong or on the woman herself, except for the slight bruise, and Connie allowed herself to hope it was just a concussion. Softly she started to talk to her, to entice the woman’s stunned brain back into action. She asked her name, her address, who should be told about the accident, what was in the crushed basket at her side. She stroked her hand, tapped her arm, touched her cheek.

“I’m so sorry,” she said again.

The eyes opened suddenly. There was no flicker of warning, just closed one moment, open the next, in a narrow slit of life that sent Connie’s heart clawing up into her throat.

“Selamat pagi,” she said to the woman. “Hello.”

The eyes weren’t black any more; they were drenched in blood.

“An ambulance is coming,” Connie said quickly.

The woman’s lips moved, but no sound emerged. The stubby fingers gripped harder, pulling at her, and Connie leaned forward, so close she could feel the moist breath on her ear as she tried to catch the faint words. For the first time since she’d knelt down, she became aware of the circle of people gathered around her in the street. White faces. Sun hats. A ginger mustache. A dark uniform with brass buttons. Voices aimed at her but jumbled together in a blur. With a jolt she realized that there was a young native girl of about sixteen crouched on the other side of the woman, a curtain of silky black hair half obscuring her face, but her eyes were fixed on Connie and her expression was accusing. Behind her stood a tall native youth, his face set hard. He was wearing a waist sarong and a sleeveless shirt from which his fingers were unconsciously tearing a button.

“Do you know her?” Connie asked.

The girl stared at her coldly. “She is our mother.”

“I’m sorry,” Connie said yet again. Empty, useless words. “It was an accident.”

“White lady.” The English words came in a guttural gasp from the lips of the woman lying on the sidewalk, a flutter of sound that barely reached her.

“I’m here,” Connie squeezed her hand. “And your children are here.”

“Listen, white lady.”

“I’m listening.” Her ear was almost brushing against the struggling lips and there was a long pause, during which the heat of the day seemed to gather itself and launch an attack like a blow on the back of Connie’s neck. “I’m listening.”

“I curse you. You family. You children. And you. I curse you all.”

Words sharp as a cobra’s bite, but Connie did not release her grip on the small hand. The blood-filled eyes opened wider, flashed at her full of malice, and then abruptly closed. Her fingers grew limp.

“No!” Connie cried. “No, don’t go. Curse me again, curse me as much as you wish, call your evil spirits down on my head, but don’t go.”

A policeman stepped into her field of vision. “Mrs. Hadley, the ambulance is here. They’ll take over.”

Men in white uniforms gently moved Connie aside. She rose to her feet, tremors grinding up through her body and jamming her mind. Soft voices spoke to her, careful hands guided her, treating her as if she were glass and might shatter. When she realized she was being ushered off the street into the shade of a nearby building, she broke free and searched the crowd for the woman’s son and daughter, but they had vanished.

“Sit down, Mrs. Hadley.”

“Drink this, Mrs. Hadley.”

“You’ve had a nasty shock.”

“It wasn’t your fault. We have witnesses.”

Policemen, with questions and notebooks, brandished their sympathetic smiles in her face and told her she could go home, they would drive her home, but she shook her head. It was almost one o’clock.

“No, thank you. I have to pick up my son from school.”

The building that had given her refuge was a British bank with thick stone walls to keep out the heat, and a vast, cooling fan that stirred the leaden air with brisk efficiency in the small office where she was seated. The bank manager had a sunburned bald head and a kind smile.

“Take your time, my dear,” he said. “Take all the time you need.”

She sat there alone, listening to the sounds in her head. The screech. The crack. The thud.
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How do you tell your seven-year-old son that you have killed a woman in the street?

Connie’s fingers gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles chalk white. She didn’t say anything at all in case the wrong words spilled out of her dry mouth. Heavy insects blundered against the windscreen as she drove out of town with her son, Teddy, on the front passenger seat, swinging his legs and chattering about the different colors of a python’s skin.

Did children in England talk of such things? How many told their mother, as Teddy did, that a king cobra could move as fast as a galloping horse? Was this normal?

In Malaya, nothing was normal.

They were heading back home along the eight miles to the Hadley Estate. It was a vast tract of land that had been in the Hadley family for three generations, hacked by hand out of the raw jungle at the end of the nineteenth century, and was now the largest rubber plantation in the region, just to the northeast of Kuala Lumpur. It stretched in shimmering layers of dense green for over five thousand acres toward mountains that reared up blue and hazy in the distance, and employed nearly seven hundred laborers, a mongrel mix of Malays, Tamils, and Chinese.

Nine years ago when Connie, full of youthful excitement, first stepped off the boat into the sweltering heat of Malaya, she had been astounded not only by the size and lush extravagance of the beauty of the estate, but also by the power of an estate owner—the Tuan Besar—over his workforce. It seemed to her that Nigel was like a god, a father, a judge, a bank manager, a doctor, and King Solomon all rolled into one. If he put a black mark against a laborer’s name, then that native would find work nowhere else in the district, but if a man was a skilled rubber tapper or a diligent finisher of the rubber sheets in the packing sheds who buckled down to the tough discipline of plantation life, he was highly valued and treated well.

Nigel knew nearly all his workmen by name. That fact alone had stuck in Connie’s mind and impressed her enormously when he had mentioned it as she danced in his arms to a slow foxtrot at the Dorchester Hotel in London. Out here in the tropics, swamped by a never-ending tide of brown and yellow faces, she had found it even more incredible.

“Why are you driving so slowly, Mummy?” Her son’s voice was impatient.

“I’m being careful, sweetheart.”

“But it will take ages to get home.”

“There’s no rush.”

Teddy swiveled to face her on the front seat of the Chrysler. “Yes, there is, Mummy. I have to build my airplane again.”

She risked taking her eyes off the dirt road for a split second. It was full of potholes and gullies where monsoon rains had scoured channels in the red earth that could crack a car’s crankcase if you weren’t alert. Teddy’s young face was so earnest, his eyes as round and bright as chestnuts. She noticed that his school uniform of white shirt and gray shorts was streaked with grass stains, the collar torn, and there was a telltale scratch on the tip of his chin.

“What is it, Teddy?” she asked. “Have you been fighting with Jack?”

Her son shook his head adamantly, the waves of his thick brown hair ruffling in the breeze from the open window. As fast as he had his hair cut it seemed to grow again overnight, framing his small face and sticking out over his ears.

“No,” he said. But he was no good at lying.

“Jack is your best friend,” she said gently.

“No, he’s not.”

“Oh, Teddy, what was the fight about this time?”

His slight seven-year-old body slumped back in the seat, and he picked in silence at a scab on his leg. Connie gave him time, as immaculate straight lines of plantation trees slid past the window. It was Field 16, a fine stand of hundreds of young rubber saplings planted in rows thirty feet apart, the trees ten feet from each other. The Rubber Research Institute of Malaya recommended an initial planting of 240 trees to the acre, reducing to 100 trees an acre once they were grown and ready for tapping for their white flow of latex. But Nigel insisted he kept the land so well fed with fertilizer and rock phosphate that he could get away with 120 trees per acre and still produce a top-class yield.

The sun hung directly overhead, so that shadows formed in dark balls at the base of the trunks. School started for Teddy at eight o’clock in the morning and finished at one o’clock, to avoid the worst of the exhausting heat of the afternoon. In the car the air was as oppressive as Connie’s thoughts.

Listen, white lady. The words hissed through her brain.

“Nothing lasts here.”

She hadn’t meant to say it out loud. She felt Teddy’s gaze turn to her, and he tucked his hand between the seat and her damp back, something he did only when he was worried.

“Won’t we last?” he asked.

“Of course we will, sweetheart. So will your friendship with Jack. I only meant…” Oh Christ, what did she mean? “I only meant that the tires wear out quickly on these rough roads. Cars break down easily.”

“Is that why you had the crash today? Did the car break?”

“No, darling. It was an accident caused by another nasty car, but don’t worry about it. We’ll get the dents mended and we’ll be fine. Now tell me what happened with Jack.”

“His Brewster Buffalo shot down my Fairey Battle.”

Connie’s heart sank. Her young son had spent all of last weekend building the airplane out of balsa wood with painstaking care, the tip of his tongue clamped between his small white teeth. His dogged patience amazed her. The results were sometimes a little rough and ragged at the edges, but they were all his own work and Connie was immensely proud of his sticky little fingers. Since the war in Europe started two years ago in 1939, her son had become obsessed with airplanes, his bedroom walls covered in recognition charts. He could name every aircraft in the sky the way other people named birds.

“Don’t worry, Teddy, I’ll help you build a new one.”

She pulled over to the side of the road and dropped ten cents into her son’s hand. This was one of their rituals. Each day on the journey home from school Teddy bought a slice of fruit from the roadside stall. It stood next to a small shrine that was constructed out of brightly painted stones and adorned with frangipani flowers, a small blue statue of a Hindu goddess, and a bowl of colored rice. A rat, fat and bold, sat on its haunches beside the shrine, munching on stolen rice grains.

Teddy skipped over the ruts to the fruit stall and pointed at two large slices of watermelon. She watched him chatter away to the man serving on the stall—Teddy’s command of the Malay language was far superior to her own. He seemed to absorb the strange words as readily as her pillow absorbed her strange dreams at night. He had lived here all his short life, and had no fear of this alien and exotic country. He wasn’t afraid of snakes the way she was, nor did he shiver at the thought of one of the Communist agitators in the workforce slitting Nigel’s throat in bed at night.

This year, there had been numerous labor strikes in the tin mines up at Gambang and in the gold mines at Raub, and now the unrest was spreading to the rubber plantations up and down the length of the Malay Peninsula. The demand for rubber for tires and waterproofing had increased in a steady climb ever since the war had started in Europe, and rubber had been designated priority cargo for the war effort. America and Britain were clamoring for it. Inevitably the price had skyrocketed. From five pence a pound to twelve pence a pound, and now the labor force that helped to produce it was demanding a hefty raise in their meager wages. She could see their point. It was the Chinese workers who were the troublemakers, stirring up the easygoing Malays, but Nigel assured her it would blow over eventually. It was the Japanese, not the Chinese, they should be worrying about, he said.

Connie and Teddy sat in the car together eating the red flesh of the melon, spitting the black pips out of the open windows with expert aim, a brief moment of normality in a day that was anything but normal. When she’d finished she tossed the green rind out onto the roadside and within half a minute it was covered in a shiny black coating of ants, their huge jaws capable of reducing it to nothing in the blink of an eye. This was a country in which the jungle and its voracious insects smothered and devoured everything. Especially tender-skinned white people.

She wiped her hands on her handkerchief and dabbed at Teddy’s face with it. She smiled at him. “Come on, Pilot Officer Hadley, let’s go and build you a new Fairey Battle plane.”

“I think a Blenheim will be better. It carries more bombs.”

She tweaked his chin toward her and inspected the scratch. She must remember to put antiseptic on it. If not, in a day or two she could be picking tiny white maggots out of it with tweezers.

“Very well, a Blenheim it shall be.”

She eased the car forward.

“Mummy, why are you crying?”

“I’m not crying.”

“Yes you are.”

“No, sweetheart, it’s just that my eyes are watering because I broke my sunglasses.”

“Will Daddy mind that you broke the car?”

“Don’t worry, Teddy, it can be easily mended.”

Unlike the dusty feet. Or the pair of bloodshot eyes.
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Connie sat in the bungalow in silence. All white men’s houses were called bungalows, however many floors they possessed. Darkness squeezed like oil between the wooden slats of the shutters and flowed into the room, filling the slender gap of time that lay between day and night in the tropics. The air scarcely grew cooler, but it stopped growing hotter, which gave some sort of relief. Outside in the garden and in the lush jungle that skirted it, the night creatures started their endless cries and squeaks, booms and chirrups, so loud that they drilled into her mind and splintered her thoughts.

“Just block the noises out, old thing,” Nigel always told her cheerfully back in the early days when she used to complain.

Block the noises out. Like she could block out breathing. She closed her eyes and thought about the woman who wouldn’t hear the cicadas any more, about her daughter kneeling on the sidewalk, about her son with the black, angry eyes and the long lashes. Voices in her head echoed the ones in Palur that had assured her, “You are not to blame,” and “It was the other car’s fault. A reckless driver.”

How on earth could it not be your fault when you run a woman down on the sidewalk? Were they blind?

I curse you.

The words pinned her to the guilt.

I…the woman’s hot breath smelled of cardamom.

Curse…her broad nostrils had flared, scenting death.

You…the blood in her eyes was drowning the fury in the dark pupils.

Connie didn’t even know her name. She shivered, her hands shaking on her lap. Was this what Malaya had done to her? Turned her into a person who went around killing others, who took lives as carelessly as the houseboys stamped on cockroaches? Another memory surged forward into her mind, one that she had sought to bury under a daily avalanche of committee meetings and tennis matches. Anything to drown out the sound of a human head bumping down wooden steps. Thump, thump, thump. A soft, insidious noise that woke her up night after night, thumping through her dreams when her sheets were drenched with sweat and the song of mosquitoes was whining on the other side of the mosquito net.

“What on earth are you doing, sitting here in the dark?”

The overhead light flashed on, blinding Connie, and she blinked. She hadn’t heard Nigel arrive home.

“Didn’t the good-for-nothing houseboy switch the lamps on for you?” he demanded in a disgruntled tone.

“Yes, he came, but I sent him away.”

“Whatever for, old thing?”

She smiled up at her husband. It never failed to amaze her that even after a long, hot day that started in the dark at five thirty in the morning when he set out for the daily muster of field coolies, Nigel could still look crisp and fresh in his white shirt with rolled up sleeves and khaki shorts. How did he do it? Others wilted and their clothes looked like wet rags hanging on them. She experienced a ripple of pride in him. He wasn’t exactly good looking, with cropped brown hair and rather long features, but he possessed a certain presence. It was the self-assurance of an Englishman who believed he had a right to own and civilize other countries, without questioning whether they wanted to be civilized.

“I felt like enjoying some peace and quiet,” she said.

“Bad day?”

“Yes.”

“Mine too. Absolutely bloody.” He walked over to the cocktail cabinet, a stylish piece of modern furniture made from sycamore and shipped over from Maple & Co. of London. He opened its curved front to reveal shelves of pale green glass and a row of bottles. “Let’s have a drink,” he suggested. “Gin sling?”

“Why not?”

Why not? Why not drown in gin slings? Why not pour them down her throat until the noises in her head blurred into a dull, unrecognizable murmur that had no meaning? Why not? Well, for one thing she didn’t have much of a taste for alcohol, and for another she had a son to watch over. She had to make certain Malaya didn’t get the chance to choke him the way it was choking her.

“Thank you, Nigel,” she said as she accepted her glass. “So tell me, why was your day so bad?”

“It’s the damned Restriction Committee.”

“Oh? What are they up to now?”

The Restriction Committee was an international organization set up to restrict the supply of rubber onto the market to prevent the price dropping through overproduction. The scheme allotted each country—Malaya, Dutch East Indies, Indochina—a specific tonnage, declaring that they could export that much and no more. Their dictates were a constant thorn in the flesh of plantation owners, who preferred to work in cartels that set their own agreed limits.

“I received a cable today. They are refusing to raise the allocation,” he grumbled, and sank into a battered old rattan chair that was his favorite.

“But that’s absurd. Don’t they know there’s a war on?” She meant it as a joke to lighten his mood, but he set his jaw and took it seriously.

“It doesn’t look like it, damn fools. But a young officer from the American attaché’s office flew up from Singapore to see me today, and admitted that America and Britain are stockpiling the stuff like mad in case the supplies get cut off by Jap warships and…” He stopped. “What’s the matter, old thing? You’re shaking. Not going down with fever, are you?”

“No, of course not. It’s just that the word gives me the shivers.”

“Warship? Can’t say I blame you.”

No, not warship. Jap. She experienced a flash of memory, of long, narrow eyes staring intently into hers, lean male shoulders and an exquisite neatness in the incline of a shapely Japanese head in greeting.

Nigel lifted his glass to his lips and studied her over its rim. “What’s up? You look a bit peaky, old thing.”

She was more than a thing, and not old. Not yet.

“I’m fine.” She sipped her gin and let it slide down to her stomach before she added, “I had an accident in the car today.”

“What?”

“Another car scraped my wing and I lost control of the steering.”

“Oh, Christ! Much damage?”

“I killed a woman.”

Four small words. Like a bomb going off in the room, deafening them both. Nigel put down his glass and rose to his feet, his cheeks flushed, his lips tight. He ran a hand over his short hair and came to stand directly in front of her. He leaned over her. “Constance, my dear, are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Don’t worry, I’ll ring Tommy immediately.”

Tommy Macintire was their lawyer, a big man prone to a stammer unless oiled by Scotch whisky. Nigel moved quickly to the telephone, lifted the earpiece, and dialed a number. He was staring back over his shoulder at Connie, and the expression on his face startled her. It was one of such sorrow, of loss, as if he could already see her behind bars. She looked away and finished her drink in a long swallow, feeling its heat scorch her stomach. After a moment of brief conversation, Nigel hung up.

“He’s over in KL tonight,” he said.

Kuala Lumpur was the capital of Malaya, originally a small and scruffy tin-mining town set up by Chinese miners in the middle of the nineteenth century, but now it had grown into a bustling city since the British set up business there and put in a Colonial Office Resident to work with the local sultans. Nigel started to pace the room in swift, uneasy steps.

“I’m sorry, Nigel,” she said quietly.

“This is a bad show, Constance. Tell me exactly what happened.”

“I told you, a black car scraped my wing and the Chrysler was catapulted up onto the pavement where it hit a woman.” I hit a woman. That was what she meant, not it hit a woman. “She died.”

“In the street?”

“Yes. Her son and daughter were there.”

“Dear God, that’s even worse.”

“I know. A thousand times worse. Watching their mother—no older than I am—die in front of them like that. It was horrible.”

“What did the police say?”

“They let me come home.”

“I’ll ring Duffy at once. He’ll know what’s going on and when they are going to charge you.”

Duffy was Chief Inspector George Duffery, a cricketing companion of her husband’s. He dialed again and spoke in low tones with his back to her. When he replaced the earpiece on the hook, he took a moment to turn to face her. When he did so, it was obvious he was annoyed.

“Constance, what a scare you gave me!”

“What do you mean?”

He picked up his glass, strolled over to the open cabinet, and topped up his drink, throwing in a handful of ice. “You didn’t tell me the damn woman was a native.”

“Does it make any difference?”

But she knew it did. She could see it in his face.

“The police are bringing no charges,” he told her. “So we can breathe again.”

“The Malay woman can’t.”

“What?”

“She can’t breathe again.” Connie stood up and put her glass down on the side table. “I think I’ll take a cold shower.”

“Constance.”

He crossed the room till he was standing close to her, inspecting her face with worried eyes. Brown teddy-bear eyes, she always thought. It was one of the things that had attracted her to him when they first met at a party in Kensington in London. Within a month they were engaged. He had proposed to her in the tropical hothouse in Kew Gardens. It was a long time since she had thought of that.

“It’s all right, Nigel.” She rested a hand lightly on his tanned bare arm and felt the muscles instantly grow tense under her palm. “You can forget about it now, and concentrate on your American attaché.” She made an effort to smile at him one more time, and resisted the urge to throw herself against his crisp white chest, to beg for some kind of comfort. Instead she removed her hand and watched the tiny muscles around his mouth flicker with relief. He never showed it in his eyes, but he always forgot to control his mouth.

“Do remember to pop in on Teddy,” she said brightly. “He’s been building a new airplane.”

Just the mention of his son’s name softened her husband’s long features. “As soon as I’ve finished my drink, I’ll go and say good night to the little blighter.” He lifted his glass to his lips, but before he took a sip he said in clipped tones, “By the way, old thing, next time make sure you take the syce into town with you. That’s what chauffeurs are for, you know. If you’d done as I asked and let our syce drive you into town, maybe this accident would never have happened and that woman wouldn’t be dead.”

Connie left the room.
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After her shower, Connie headed along the landing toward the master bedroom. Hadley House was a large, rambling building dating back to 1875, built by Nigel’s grandfather, not as grand and imposing as some of the more elaborate estate mansions, but Connie was fond of it. She especially appreciated the verandas that surrounded it on all sides, where she could sit with a book in the evening to catch the faintest breeze from whichever direction it was blowing.

Her only criticism was that the house was overly masculine, with an excess of somber teak paneling and a heavily carved central staircase that swept down into the wide entrance hall. It set the mood of masculine dominance that she had come to learn epitomized life in colonial Malaya. She had tried to lighten the tone with bright curtains and had replaced the gloomy overbearing furniture with paler modern pieces, but there was nothing she could do about the blasted staircase.

As she passed her son’s bedroom she heard the murmur of Nigel’s voice, reading a bedtime story to Teddy. He had a good voice that was unfailingly gentle with his son. He never raised it, not even with his field coolies when he was angry about something, and its calm control inspired confidence. Just occasionally she found herself wishing that the calmness would slip, that the control would crack and lay bare whatever was hidden underneath.

The door to the bedroom stood half open, and she paused. Nigel and Teddy were sitting on the edge of the bed alongside each other, with her son’s bristle-haired terrier, Pippin, curled up on his knee. The sight of them gave her a sense of touching her feet on solid ground after the shipwreck that had been her day. She loved their closeness, the way Teddy’s slight frame in his striped pajamas leaned against his father, unconscious of how he nodded his head whenever his father did, and drew his eyebrows down in imitation of Nigel when the words grew serious. On a chair beside the bed sat Teddy’s amah, Chala, his nurse. She was a tiny little Malay woman, dressed in a patterned tunic over a long straight skirt, her hands clasped under her chin as she listened, entranced by Rudyard Kipling’s story of Rikki-tikki-tavi, a mongoose in India. Connie lingered in the corridor outside till the end.

“He kept that garden as a mongoose should keep it, with tooth and jump and spring and bite, till never a cobra dared show its head inside the walls,” Nigel finished with a flourish.

On silent feet, she made her way to the heavy door of Burmese teak at the end of the corridor.
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Hold my hand.

Connie’s unspoken words fell into the gap that cut a chasm along the center of the white sheet of finest Egyptian cotton, between her side of the bed and her husband’s side.

Hold my hand. I’m here and I need you. Can’t you hear me?

The night was sultry, the weight of air pressing down on her skin, her scalp tight and aching as she lay stretched out naked under the muslin tent of the mosquito net. She couldn’t make out its milky shape above her in the darkness, but she knew it was there, hanging like a shroud around her marriage. Beside her, Nigel was lying on his back, snoring gently, a polite and controlled sound, as though even in his sleep he made a point of not disturbing her.

Connie’s hand crept closer to his on the sheet. She held her breath until the space between them was less than the width of her little finger, and she could feel the springy hairs on the back of his wrist tickling her skin. It was a faint, feathery touch that she allowed herself once each night while he slept, stealing it in the darkness. Like a thief. Outside, beyond the extensive lawns and the scented hibiscus, the jungle was stamping its feet, making itself heard as it took possession of the night. The endless chirruping and croaking, the humming and the cackling, the echoing sobs and booming barks, all seeped into the room, soaking into her sweat and into the clammy folds of the sheet that twined around her legs.

As she lay there, she retraced those moments in Palur when her car and her life slid out of control.

If she had not taken the corner so fast…

If the black car had not been so greedy…

If she had fought harder, braked quicker…

If she hadn’t broken her sunglasses or arranged to meet Harriet for a swim before picking up Teddy…

Was this a punishment? Was that it?

She shook her head on the damp pillow, strands of her restless blond hair grasping at her throat like tentacles. Her mind replayed each image relentlessly again and again: the slippery feel of the steering wheel under her palms, the roadside stall on the corner selling hot roasted corn husks, the stallholder open mouthed and toothless as she skidded past him, the tires fighting for grip. A tan-colored dog scampering out of her path, its tail rigid between its legs. All things she didn’t even know she had seen. But worse, far worse, was the look on the faces of the daughter and the son while their mother’s eyes drowned in blood.

Hold my hand.

Connie rolled onto her side, so that she was facing the black shape that was her husband and let her arm brush his as she did so. He snatched it away as though she had burned him and murmured something in his sleep. Her chest hurt, ached with a sharp physical pain, and she realized she had not breathed. So she drew in air and with it came a rush of vivid memories of another masculine arm, cool and smooth, hairless as a mirror. A strong arm that belonged to Sho Takehashi.

For one startling moment she could hear Sho’s breath, alive in the room. She lay still, listening hard. Frightened he would touch her face.
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Connie had never set foot inside a police station before. The one in Palur was situated on Swettenham Road at the back of the public library, with a clock tower that chimed every quarter of an hour. Connie removed her new sunglasses and walked up the front steps.

Inside, it was much smarter than she had expected. This morning as she’d sat stiffly in the back of the car behind Ho Bah, their Chinese syce, she had conjured up an image in her head of a cramped waiting room with stained linoleum and a wooden hatch through which she would have to speak to a burly uniform. She was prepared for a hard and skeptical gaze. But the room was large and airy with cream-painted walls and windows that looked out toward the tall areca palm trees in the park opposite. A ceiling fan stirred the sluggish air. The moment Connie approached the counter, the duty officer shifted his attention from the notepad in front of him and focused on her.

“Mrs. Hadley, good morning to you.”

That took her by surprise. He knew her.

“I’m Constable Forester. I took down your statement yesterday,” he explained. “In the bank.”

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“Of course not. It’s understandable, you’d had a nasty shock. How can I help you?” he asked courteously.

“Constable Forester, I’ve come because I need to know the name of the woman I…” I killed. Say it, go on, say it, say it out loud for everyone to hear. The woman I killed. “…the woman who died in the accident yesterday.”

He frowned. With a sudden change of manner he was ushering her into a small office at the back of the room, and she was shaking hands with a heavily built older man in uniform whose gaze was much more what she had expected: keen and questioning. He had a small mustache that straggled over his upper lip. The handshake left her in no doubt of his authority, and it was reinforced by the silver braid on his uniform.

“Mrs. Hadley, I am Inspector Stoner.”

He gestured to a chair, but she remained standing. She wasn’t staying here a moment longer than she had to.

“Good morning, Inspector. I don’t mean to disturb you. I’ve only come to ask for the name of the woman who died in the car accident yesterday.”

He nodded. Not in a good way. “I offer my condolences, Mrs. Hadley. I’m glad you were not hurt. But I do not think the deceased woman’s name need concern you.”

Connie said nothing. She wasn’t the one who deserved condolences.

“Unfortunately,” he added, “the black sports car that caused the incident vanished from the scene, so we have not been able to detain the driver responsible. Is there anything you would like to add to your earlier statement?”

“No.”

He studied her carefully, eyes razor sharp.

She asked again, “The name of the woman, please?”

There was a pause, long enough to be awkward, while she kept her eyes firmly on his and he worked out how far he could upset a member of the powerful Hadley family.

“Sai Ru Jumat,” he said reluctantly.

“Do you know how old she was?”

“Thirty-five, I believe.”

“With two children?”

He looked away, determined to hide his irritation.

“What was her address?” Connie persisted.

“I think it best,” he said, “if we leave it there, Mrs. Hadley.”

“Come now, Inspector, I only want to make certain that her poor children are all right. It must have been a terrible experience for them to witness their mother…” The final words stuck like pebbles in her throat.

“You mustn’t concern yourself. Your husband’s solicitor, Mr. Macintire, is dealing with it.” He reached toward her and for one sickening moment Connie believed he was going to seize her, take her wrist in his broad fist, and clamp handcuffs on her. But he patted her arm consolingly. “Don’t fret over it, my dear. These things are best left to us professionals, you know. My advice to you is to forget about it.”

She removed her arm. “Inspector Stoner, I would appreciate it if you would take my request seriously. Just because they are Malays it doesn’t mean…”

“Mrs. Hadley, we have to deal with situations like this with delicacy.”

“I realize that.”

“Have you spoken to your husband about this?”

“Of course. He was the one who suggested I come to you for her address.”

The lie was blatant. Not for one second did he believe her. Stiffly he opened the door and summoned the duty officer. “Forester, give what assistance you can to Mrs. Hadley.”

“Thank you,” she said in a polite voice, and left the room.
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Palur was a town built by Englishmen for Englishmen. It made them feel that they were walking down Piccadilly in London. In this strange country of Malaya that was so alien in every way to European sensibilities, the early colonials had brought their buildings with them to demonstrate to the natives how civilized people lived. Not in flimsy attap houses with fronds for roofs that blew off in the monsoon, or built up on bamboo stilts looking for all the world like a child’s treehouse. These were solid and permanent, with elegant porticos and Corinthian columns. Good, respectable, English homes. It meant that if Connie blocked out all her other senses except sight, she could imagine she was at home in England.

She could look up at the brick-built trading hall where the prices of rubber, copra, and spices were argued over, at the British banks with their brass plaques, or at the church steeple, and be transported to England. Only the window boxes spoiled the illusion. Too vivid, too ebullient, altogether too promiscuous. Too damn full of the life force of Malaya. It produced ferns that drilled through paving stones and creeper that dismantled buildings if you turned your back on it for even a moment.

Nine years ago when Nigel had dropped on one knee, his face as red as one of his favorite hibiscus flowers, clasped her hands in his, and invited her to be his wife and join him in Malaya, Connie’s heart had leaped. A streak of pure joy had ripped through her. She couldn’t say yes fast enough. She closed her eyes now and tried to recapture that urgent desire, but it was as elusive as the mist that slunk out of the jungle at dawn and crept across the lawns of Hadley House. She had scoured maps and atlases to learn more about this wild and wonderful place that was to become her home, and relished the exotic sounds of it in her mouth—Malacca, Kuala Lumpur, and Penang.

Oh yes, she’d learned the facts and the names of the towns. She’d discovered that Malaya consisted of a long shapely finger of land that stretched for more than four hundred miles from Siam in the north right down to the steamy island of Singapore in the south. It was one of the principal rubber and tin exporters in the world, crowded by dense jungle with a backbone of mountains running down the center.

She had found out that its population of Malays, Chinese, and Indians possessed hereditary rulers called sultans who elected from their number a Yang di Pertuan Agong, the glorious title—it made her laugh—of the king of Malaya. On the map she explored with excitement regions with exotic names like Selangor, Terengganu, and Johore, and in the history books she discovered that the Dutch had colonized the country before surrendering it to the British under the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824. Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles had run up the flag for England and turned Singapore into the greatest trading port in the Far East.

“It’s almost on the equator,” Nigel warned her. “That means it’s hot.”

She’d laughed. She recalled that careless, girlish, ignorant laugh when she had said, “How exotic! I shall love it. There will be parrots.”

There were parrots, she’d been right about that. Gaudy clouds of them. Parrots and weird hornbills and the screeching pekaka, all flashing their strident colors in her face. Worst was the brainfever bird, the burong mati anak, which uttered its tuneless dirge hour after hour. Teddy told her that burong mati anak meant “dead child bird,” which made her want to cry each time she heard its call.

But no one had warned her that it was a country of sweltering nights and fierce smells—of the stink of bad drains and of fish frying in coconut oil in the streets, of sandalwood and hair oil. A country of ferocious insects that would devour you alive, and of jungle sounds that marched through your dreams. A country where towns boasted wide avenues and monolithic government buildings set back to back with tawdry dance halls and wretched slums.

When Connie emerged from the police station, she squinted at the sun and turned left, adjusting the wide brim of her sun hat to shield her eyes. She set off in the direction of the town’s busy harbor. It was not somewhere she normally cared to venture. As the familiar streets with their shops and restaurants slid away behind her, she felt her certainty slide away with them.

Was she making a mistake? Inspector Stoner was convinced she was. But she couldn’t leave it there.

She couldn’t.
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Underfoot was unpleasant, slippery, and slimy. Connie picked her way carefully over the remains of rotting fruit and vegetables, and God knows what else. The air down here by the quays tasted of fish and clung to her hair and her skirts, as hawkers shouted to her, pushing slabs of meaty-looking raw fish, lobster claws, and live octopus under her nose.

“Tidak. No, thank you.”

On her left rose the rows of godowns, the huge warehouses where trade goods were stored before being loaded onto ships bound first for Singapore and then on to Europe. Her eyes automatically sought out her husband’s godowns with the name Hadley emblazoned above their doors in huge black letters. Inside, she knew, lay the large rectangular sheets of finished rubber that the Hadley Estate produced. Rubber was the lifeblood of Malaya but oddly not native to the country. Nigel had told Connie in detail about how rubber-tree seeds from Brazil in South America had been germinated in London’s Kew Gardens at the end of the nineteenth century and sent out as fourteen-foot saplings with Frank Swettenham to Malaya, where a patch of jungle was cleared for them. It was a match made in heaven, Malaya and rubber, in the same way that the British had brought poppy seeds to China and started the opium trade. Europeans had a lot to answer for, it seemed to her.

She ventured into the shabby shantytown, a collection of shacks that ran alongside the rail track, built from scraps of corrugated tin and rough lengths of bamboo. She ducked through layers of washing that hung limp in the humid air, stretching across the street on drunken wooden poles. She was acutely aware that she was conspicuous and unwelcome. And the smell of the place made her stomach heave. White women didn’t come here, didn’t step gingerly in clean white shoes over the central gully that ran along the alleyway, holding her breath so that she wouldn’t have to inhale the stench of excrement and cooking waste that clogged its path.

But still she searched until she found the house where Sai Ru Jumat lived. It was a tumbledown hut, leaning against its neighbor, and Connie tapped the half-open door that only just clung on by one hinge. There was no sound from within, and she felt a treacherous ripple of relief. She could leave. But as her eyes adjusted to the gloom she made out the figure of a young man sitting cross-legged, alone on the floor in the center of the room. With a jolt she recognized him. Neat limbs elegantly folded, dense black hair and smooth skin that glowed like amber. His eyes were fixed on her, unblinking, and the expression in them, even in the dim light inside the shack, shocked her. Hate was too weak a word for what she saw in them. He was Sai Ru Jumat’s son.

“Selamat pagi. Good morning,” she said. “My name is Constance Hadley.”

He did not reply. But neither did he remove his gaze.

“Excuse me, maaf,” she contined awkwardly. “I know this must be a bad time for you, but may I come in?”

Still no response. No flicker of movement. She stepped into the room, and stifling heat hit her like a hammer to the chest. Her lungs struggled for air. She became aware of the strong smell of glue and wood cuttings. He was seated on a woven mat surrounded by small flat wooden cases of various sizes and in different stages of finish. Some had glass fronts and had been polished; others were still raw and awaiting attention. He must have seen her eyes flick to them, but he made no comment.

“I’ve come to apologize,” she said softly, “for what I did to your mother, and to offer you help.” She waited.

For the first time, those intense black eyes released her and turned away. She removed her hat and crouched down on her knees on the sawdust that speckled the floor, so that her eyes were on a level with his.

“I know you hate me,” she said evenly, “and you have good reason to. But don’t let it stop you accepting some recompense from me because…”

She noticed he was looking at his hand. On its palm lay a butterfly. Not just one of the small, garish creatures that flitted through the riot of bougainvillea and frangipani in her garden, but one of the gigantic jungle ones, its wingspan wider than his whole hand and trailing two long black tails like bootlaces waiting to be tied. It was exquisite. The colors of its wings filled her eyes with iridescent blues and lilacs and a vivid splash of gold. It must have been dead, because it didn’t move, and it dawned on her that that was what the cases were for. Already, she realized, two of them were lined with white satin and inside was pinned an assortment of butterflies. They were like miniature coffins.

Sai Ru’s son did not take his eyes off the butterfly on his hand, as if its beauty created a refuge from the ugliness he saw in Connie. She wanted to snatch it from him, to hold it to her heart. To steal its beauty.

“Do you sell them?” she asked.

Without looking at her he murmured, “White people buy. Dead things. They like.”

Connie thought about the antelope’s head on the wall of her husband’s study, of the magnificent tiger-skin rug on the floor of her friend Harriet’s drawing room. Of the elephant’s foot that was a useful stool at the club.

She blushed. “Yes,” she admitted. “They do.”

A silence filled the tiny room. Connie looked around her. In one corner lay two bedrolls bundled out of the way, but she noted no sign of mosquito nets. On a shelf were a few pots and pans, while under it a primitive stove had been built out of bricks. Surely it was dangerous to light a fire here? She glanced up at the roof where a spider the size of Nigel’s SS Jaguar was hanging by a thread from a rafter above her head. Don’t scream.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Razak.” He licked his strong white teeth as he said it, his attention still on the butterfly. If he was aware of the spider, he was indifferent to it.

“Well, Razak, as I said, I would like to help you and your sister.”

“Don’t want. No help. Not you.”

“Let me. Tolong. Please.”

“Tidak. No.”

Nevertheless, she took a manila envelope from her handbag and pushed it toward him, the paper rustling like lizard’s skin over the matting. “This will pay for your mother’s funeral. And a bit more.”

A lot more.

This time he looked at her. A cold, direct stare from black eyes. “Go away.”

He was young, she reminded herself, no more than fifteen or sixteen. His hatred had made him arrogant; his rage had hardened the soft line of his mouth. She had done that to him.

“I would also like to offer you a job,” she continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Either on my husband’s rubber plantation, the Hadley Estate, learning skills with the trees, or if you would prefer, in the smoke sheds or the godowns here in Palur.”

She watched his face. He half closed his eyes, dipping his thick long lashes to hide himself from her. But his hand must have tightened because the butterfly suddenly fluttered its great wings, and Connie cried out, startled.

“It’s alive!” she exclaimed, and saw that the lower half of its body was trapped between two of his fingers.

He lifted his other hand and stroked its furry back.

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured.

“White people want to kill everything.”

Her cheeks were burning, and sweat zigzagged down her neck. “If you prefer, you could work in my garden.”

Again the black stare, and then, with the butterfly still between his fingers, he reached behind him and drew the tiny stub of a candle in front of him and a cardboard book of matches that bore the name of a nightclub: The Purple Parrot. He struck a match, lit the candle, and stood it on the mat before picking up the envelope and opening it. He extracted a twenty-dollar note and held it over the flame. It caught quickly, flared between his fingers, and curled into black flakes as he dropped it on the mat. He took another note and another. Each one burned.

Connie said nothing. In silence, he burned ten notes in the hot little room before she leaned forward and snatched the envelope from the mat.

“Enough!” she said. “You’ve made your point.”

She rose quickly to her feet, ducking to one side to avoid the spider. “I can’t bring her back,” Connie said quietly to the sleek head bent over the butterfly. “But I can give you what your mother would have wished for you—a better house, a job, even an education. Isn’t that what you want?”

“Tidak biak,” he said. “No good. You no good. You go. She curse you.” He spat on the mat.

Connie said no more. She tucked the envelope of money at the back of the shelf, forcing herself to ignore the centipede that was slithering around inside one of the cooking pots, and walked out of the door. Her throat was tight, her hands shaking. Sweat ran between her breasts. As she set off up the alleyway, bombarded by the sun’s onslaught, she realized that she had forgotten her hat. She cursed under her breath and glanced back inside the gloomy interior but she chose not to return there. Razak was still sitting, his hands in his lap. He had torn both wings off the butterfly.
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