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‘The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
 The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
 The best lack all conviction, while the worst
 Are full of passionate intensity.’


-W. B. Yeats




Prologue

Jimi’s hands were clammy. There were damp handprints on the fake leather of the steering wheel.

The engine of the white mini-van spluttered. Jimi looked at the gauges. He had been told to leave the engine running. None of the others trusted him to be able to restart the vehicle. He didn’t even have a driving licence. Jimi had pointed this out; he wanted to do his part, but perhaps one of the others, Amrozi or Idris, should drive the van?

The team had assured him that his role was uncomplicated. He could practise a bit beforehand. They would line him up towards his target so that he didn’t have to turn any corners or stop and start. One short ride into the history books.

He knew his instructions by heart - he was to wait for one of them to ring him and then take his foot off the brakes. That had been drummed into him over and over again. They were concerned he might jump the gun. But Jimi understood. He was to wait and do what he was told. He had spent his whole short lifetime doing just that - waiting and doing  what he was told, whether by his father, his older brothers or the imam at the mosque.

Jimi was so tense his thigh muscle was cramping. He pressed down on the brake, determined not to let the white Mitsubishi van roll forward. It was not yet time.

He had no doubts about what he was about to do. The others had assured him he was doing the right thing. It was  jihad, the ultimate and only war.

He knew it would be quick. But would it hurt? He had seen how much of the explosive had been packed into the back. Jimi acknowledged that he was uncomfortable with the idea that there would be no body to return to his parents. Could that be right? Moslems were supposed to be buried facing Mecca. But if there was no body, nothing to bury, would he be committing a sin? Jimi supposed doubtfully that his martyrdom would trump the minor breaches.

Jimi could see the Sari Club ahead of him. The others had walked him past it a couple of times in the last few days. He had not had a good look within. But there had been enough to fill the hearts of his brothers-in-arms with outrage; girls in skimpy clothing and young men dancing and drinking. Jimi wished he had seen the girls - had they really been in skimpy clothing? Still, he would soon get his reward: seventy-two virgins in heaven. Hopefully they wouldn’t all be wearing  burqas.

His phone rang. He didn’t pick it up. Jimi took his foot off the brake and held the steering wheel firmly, his hands at the ten o’clock and two o’clock position as Amrozi had taught him.

The vehicle rolled forward slowly.




One

Inspector Singh could hear the heavy groans of frogs and the harsh chirping of crickets. The sounds of Bali were so different from the din of construction sites and car engines that he was used to in Singapore. The policeman scratched his salt-and-pepper beard thoughtfully. The night-time cacophony did have a certain familiarity. He realised that the racket reminded him of his wife’s cross tones on those regular occasions when he arrived late for a family dinner or had a few beers too many at the Chinese coffee shop around the corner from his home.

Singh took a deep breath. He smelt the spicy warm scent of ikan bakar, fish wrapped in banana leaf, on the hotel barbecue. His nostril hairs quivered appreciatively. Wherever he was, the smell of cooking food was always enticing. Singh grimaced - even by his own standards it seemed callous to be longing for dinner at such a time. His ample stomach immediately protested his conclusion, rumbling like a distant storm. The policeman shrugged and ordered a cold Bintang beer and a nasi goreng. After all, one  had to eat. He wouldn’t be helping anyone by eschewing food. Not, he thought ruefully, that he was helping anyone anyway.

Singh watched the luminescent white foaming tops lapping the distant shore. The beach was deserted and so was the beachfront dining room. Those few tourists who remained had ordered room service, he guessed. No one wanted to gather together in groups, not even to eat. The Bali bombings had turned gregarious visitors into reclusive loners, glancing sidelong at strangers in suspicion and fear.

His nasi goreng arrived, a neat hemisphere of fried rice topped with a fried egg, its soft yellow yolk trickling down the sides like lava from a newly awakened volcano. A chicken drumstick, six sticks of satay, achar or pickled vegetables and a couple of cucumber slices, were neatly arranged around the circumference of the plate. He ate every last bit with gusto, including the small bowl of sliced green chilli padi floating in light soya sauce.

Singh tried to avoid thinking of the oily food coalescing around his arteries. His doctor had been hinting of dire consequences if he did not improve his diet and fitness. The policeman had listened with half an ear, nodded to show that he was taking the advice seriously, pointed out that his trademark white sneakers showed he was ready for exercise and then stopped at Komala Villas, his favourite restaurant on Serangoon Road, the main drag of Singapore’s Little India, for a cup of hot sweet tea and some ladoo, a sugar-filled Indian snack. Talking about exercise was hungry work.

Remembering the ladoo made him yearn for dessert. He beckoned a waiter, requested a menu and scanned it carefully. He sighed. The problem with these fancy Bali hotels was that their menus catered entirely for Western tourists. Instead of having a genuine selection of tasty meals and  desserts, there was standard European fare like spaghetti Bolognese and fish and chips. The Asian food was a tepid imitation of the original - to give tourists a flavour of the East without sending them running for the toilets.

The dessert menu didn’t have Asian options either. It was either a slice of chocolate cake or crème brûlée.

Singh ordered another beer.

There was not much light in the outdoor dining area. He moved the floating candle closer. The white frangipani flower perched decoratively on the rim fell into the flame and curled and blackened, its rich fragrance giving way to the rancid smell of burning organic matter.

His contemplation of the fragility of nature was rudely interrupted.

‘There you are! I’ve been looking all over for you. I might have guessed you’d be in the restaurant.’

A mousy-haired woman wearing khaki trousers and a men’s shirt lumbered towards him.

Inspector Singh gulped some beer, feeling the gas bubbles tickle his throat. A layer of foam enhanced his moustache.

She said, ‘Every time I see you, you’re clutching a Bintang like a favourite teddy bear.’

Singh wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His pink full lower lip pouted slightly, the only outward sign of his discomfiture. This woman was as tiresome as a roomful of his Sikh relatives - whining about his bad habits to each other and to him. But Bronwyn Taylor was a member of the Australian Federal Police. AFP members had been sent down to Bali to assist with security and counter-terrorism measures after the Bali bombings. Inspector Singh of the Singapore police force had been despatched to Bali with the same task. Falling out with the Australians would not endear him to his bosses. He knew very well that looking for an  excuse to turf him out of the police force occupied many of the leisure hours of his superiors. He didn’t intend to make it easy for them.

Bronwyn, part of the AFP’s public liaison team, collapsed onto the seat across from him. ‘So, what’s the plan for tomorrow? How do we keep the world safe for democracy?’

Singh had already deduced that the Australian’s flippant manner disguised a preternaturally sensitive nature. He ignored her question and asked, ‘Have there been any developments in the investigation?’

She nodded. ‘A small breakthrough. They’ve identified bomb residue on an abandoned motorbike - it was used by someone involved in the attack.’

‘What are they going to do next? Trace the owner?’

She nodded, unruly strands of hair falling over her forehead. She pushed them away with an impatient hand.

Singh noticed that Bronwyn’s features were all gathered together in the middle of her face leaving swathes of flesh around the perimeter. Small gold earrings were lost on her large ear lobes.

She continued, ‘The motorbike must have been stolen. The bombers can’t have been as thick as to buy one here in Bali.’

‘Never,’ retorted Singh, pleased to have the last word for once, ‘underestimate the shortcomings of the criminal mind.’

 



‘Has there been any sign of him?’

Sarah Crouch shook her head. Her fine blonde hair, usually gleaming under the Bali sun, had lost its lustre. She sat on a polished teak folding chair, perched on the edge like a nervous schoolgirl. Her pale hands shredded a white paper serviette into tiny pieces.

The two couples, her companions around the table, stared at her with varying degrees of sympathy and concern.

One of the women, Karri Yardley, said, ‘I can’t believe he’s disappeared like that. Do you think ... you know, there might be another woman? That’s the usual reason, isn’t it?’

Her husband glared at her. Karri was sunburnt. Her hair was a deep black this week. A fake tattoo of a bird of paradise adorned one wiry brown arm. Tim Yardley said gruffly, closing his hand over Sarah’s, ‘There’s no reason to suspect that.’

Karri was in an argumentative mood. She said, oblivious to the angry looks from the others, ‘Sarah’s been saying that things haven’t been going well. Richard wasn’t communicative. He was going out on his own a lot. Sounds like an affair to me.’

‘You would know, I suppose,’ sneered her husband, smoothing the sparse hair over his scalp carefully with one hand, the other still clutching Sarah’s limp fingers in a tight grip.

Sarah drew her hand away. She didn’t want to get involved in one of the never-ending spats between the Australian couple. She noticed that Tim was trying to catch her eye but she looked away.

Julian Greenwood asked, his voice low and consoling, ‘Are you certain he wasn’t at the Sari Club?’

Karri barked with sudden loud laughter and then put a hand with red-painted talons over her mouth. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I know it’s no laughing matter - but the idea of Richard at a nightclub ...’

Julian glared at her. He said, ‘He might have been in the area ... passing by or something like that!’

Sarah remained silent. The others turned to her, except for Emily, Julian’s wife. She was absorbed in her glass of  wine, sipping it with small nervous jerks, staring into the ruby liquid as if it were a magic mirror.

‘I’ve been down to have a look in the morgue, of course.’ Sarah shuddered. ‘It was awful. Bodies everywhere. The stench. I couldn’t find him. I told them that Richard was missing ... gave them a photo. They asked for his dental records from the UK. I haven’t heard anything since.’

Julian’s accent reverted to its native Cockney from the carefully modulated tones he normally adopted. ‘They’ve released most of the bodies for burial ... maybe you don’t have to worry about that scenario any more.’

Emily Greenwood glanced up at this, her face beaming and her grey eyes slightly glazed as she struggled to focus. ‘I passed a funeral on the way here this morning. It was really charming. Lots of fruit and flowers and everyone dressed so well.’

Julian said roughly, ‘You’re drunk!’

Emily giggled. ‘Maybe a bit tipsy, love.’

Tim stood up, the table shaking as his belly knocked against it in his haste to get to his feet. He said rapidly, ‘Bloody hell, Emily. Don’t you think you could show Sarah some respect by staying sober just for once? After all, she’s lost her husband.’

‘Lucky thing,’ whispered Emily, winking at her own husband and leaning forward so that her full bosom rested against his arm.

Sarah noted absent-mindedly that Julian’s jaw was clenched tight and his knuckles showed white around his beer glass. He would shatter it if he was not careful. But he did not move his arm away. She would have felt sorry for him if he wasn’t such a pathetic creature with his drooping moustache, bony nose and almost lipless mouth.

Karri intervened, staring intently at Sarah. She asked, ‘What are you going to do now?’

Sarah closed her eyes, lines of weariness fanning out from the corners. She said, ‘Keep looking, I guess. I don’t know what else to do …’

 



His wife was taller than him. She walked away from the restaurant with a loose-limbed, masculine stride. Tim Yardley hurried to keep up, panting from the effort, his thighs chafing against each other in their baggy linen shorts. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve and glared at his wife. He was furious at her, dismayed by her casual cruelty, although he had been on the receiving end of it for so many years.

‘How could you laugh at a moment like that?’ he demanded angrily.

Karri stopped in front of a shop window to peruse her reflection and rearrange her hair. She tossed the black locks like a salad with her long thin fingers. ‘It was a bit of a hoot - the idea of Richard Crouch dancing the night away at the Sari Club.’

‘That’s not my point and you know it. It’s Sarah I’m worried about - and you should be too. She’s our friend.’

His wife adjusted a few strands carefully on her forehead and glanced at her husband in the same smudged reflection. ‘You’re doing enough worrying for both of us, don’t you think? Besides, I don’t give a damn that Richard might be lying dead in a ditch somewhere. I couldn’t stand the bastard and his self-righteous airs.’

Karri twisted around to look at her portly husband. ‘At least he kept himself trim.’

Tim pulled his shirt ends together and tucked them into his shorts, trying to obscure the parts of his belly that were showing through the gaps. The freckles on his arms looked like a fine spray of mud.

‘There’s no need to be unkind,’ he said. A rivulet of sweat ran down his nose, hovered on the end like a teardrop and fell to the ground. ‘I can’t help being a bit overweight.’

‘You just need to eat less and drink less.’

Tim turned to walk away, his shoulders hunched against further verbal abuse.

Karri snapped, ‘What are you going to do now? Run back and hold Sarah’s hand again?’

Tim turned around slowly. He didn’t know why he was arguing with his wife. He had been on the losing end of every single verbal spat between them since marrying Karri fifteen years earlier. He had discovered very early on in their marriage that being in the right did not prevent his wife larcerating him with her tongue - it did not prevent him walking away from their encounters feeling as bruised and battered as if he had been set upon by thugs in an alley.

He said quietly, groping for some dignity like a man in a dark room looking for the light switch, ‘I don’t know why you have it in for Sarah ... she’s a good, kind woman who needs our help - and sympathy. I am just trying to be supportive, that’s all!’

‘You’re pathetic, chasing after that dried-up stick of a woman.’

‘I am not!’ His face was scarlet.

‘I’m not losing any sleep,’ said his wife snidely. ‘She wouldn’t touch you with a Balinese flag pole.’

Tim sucked in his breath, pulling in his stomach as far as it would go and puffing out his chest. He said, ‘I wouldn’t be so sure of that.’

Karri laughed.

 



Nuri set out for Denpasar.

To stay idle in the small apartment that had been her  home for the last month was too difficult. She had been fidgety and nervous, picking at a loose thread on her blouse, moving the grimy curtains to peer out of the cracked window panes.

Nuri had told her brothers, Abu Bakr and Ramzi, she was shopping for dinner and to please tell Ghani where she was when he came in. Her husband was out, still looking for a suitable location for the religious school they intended to set up in Bali. Nuri wondered why he was determined to press ahead with his plans. Surely, a religious school focused on strict Islamic teachings was doomed to failure in Bali in the wake of the bombs? She had tentatively raised her doubts with Ghani. He had smiled at her and explained that Allah was merely testing their resolve and he would not stumble at the first hurdle placed in his path. Nuri had lowered her eyes and nodded her acquiescence. It was so easy, she thought, to play the dutiful wife - to fall back into the routine of subservience to her husband - the role she had performed unquestioningly from the day of her marriage a year ago to the grizzled older man.

The trip to Bali was the first time Nuri had ever left Sulawesi, the large island shaped like a headless man that was a sparsely populated part of the Indonesian Archipelago. She had taken the crowded dilapidated ferry with her husband and brothers to Java. After a brief visit to the pesanteren in Solo, the boarding school that Ghani had attended as a boy, to consult with the spiritual leaders there, they had made their way to Bali.

The island was an eye-opener to the young village girl. She had never seen so much alcohol and drugs and contact between men and women. She had been disgusted and embarrassed, averting her eyes from public displays of affection and hurrying past nightclubs and massage parlours with  her eyes fixed on the ground. She had reprimanded her younger brother, Ramzi, when he had been unable to drag his eyes away from the scantily-clad tourists.

Nuri was beautiful with clear skin and widely spaced, almond-shaped eyes that gave her a questioning, naïve expression. She had glossy black hair but it was pinned up and hidden under a scarf. She had abandoned her hijab, the head-to-toe black coveralls that included a veil for her face, for the duration of their stay in Bali. Ghani had insisted it would draw too much attention; Bali was an uncomfortable place for Moslems after the bombings. Nuri had agreed, as long as she was allowed to wear a scarf. But even with a length of cloth around her hair, she felt shamefully exposed - as if she was one of the Western women she had seen lying on the beaches in bikinis, their tanned bodies revealed for any passing stranger to see. Nuri shook her head at the memory and a lock of hair escaped from her scarf and fell over her forehead. She tucked it away carefully. She had worn the strict Islamic dress since puberty. Her father, back on Sulawesi, insisted that women play a secondary role in society to their menfolk. Nuri had accepted her father’s strictures as being the natural order of things. The only girl in a family of thirteen children by her father’s four wives, she knew how rowdy and difficult boys were. Nuri felt more comfortable when she did not offer herself as an object of attraction to men. It was her father’s training as well as her own choice.

Her meandering footsteps took her to a small wooden shack with a corrugated tin roof that sold foodstuff to Indonesian labourers. Nuri bought a jar of chilli paste. It would convince her husband and her brothers that she had indeed been shopping for dinner.

All the talk between the other customers was of the bombings and the investigation but she did not pay much attention. Nuri was not sure how she felt about the blasts. Ghani had said to her that the Balinese had turned their island home into a whorehouse. But she also knew, had learnt to her cost in Bali, that however strict one’s religious upbringing, and however much one knew the difference between right and wrong, an unruly heart was difficult to control.




Two

Inspector Singh had argued with his superiors long and hard when they told him that their latest effort to get him out of their hair was to send him to Bali to advise on counter-terrorism methods.

‘But I have no experience in the field,’ he had protested, folding his arms across his large stomach to indicate the firmness of his resolve not to be sent to Bali.

‘Nonsense! A terrorist attack is just murder on a grand scale. And murder is your speciality.’

The senior policeman made it sound as if he had uncovered a dirty little secret that the inspector was trying to keep under wraps. Singh was not surprised. In the Singapore police force, respectable policing was cracking drug syndicates. Praise and promotions were for apprehending white-collar criminals in smart suits. The crime of murder was raw and unglamorous. It involved real people driven by greed or love or revenge to take the life of another. The gritty reality of a body in the morgue was too much for these policemen with their computer skills and profound ignorance of human nature.

Inspector Singh was a throwback to the old school - hardworking, hard-drinking, chain-smoking. His ability to cut through the thicket of lies and deception surrounding a murder and painstakingly expose the killer was viewed with the same combination of admiration and disdain by the senior echelons, he thought, as a performing dog. It was a good trick, his superiors implied, but why do it?

He asked again, a little plaintively this time, ‘But why me?’

It provoked a moment of honesty from his boss. ‘We need our terrorism experts right here to protect Singapore. But we have to look keen to help out an important neighbour like Indonesia. You have a reputation for always getting your man. They’ll think we sent our best to Bali.’

Inspector Singh was distracted from his depressed reminiscing by the Balinese hotel staff. The doorman, smartly dressed in his cream uniform, queried politely, ‘Limousine, sir?’ His tone suggested that he asked more in hope than expectation. To Singh’s dismay, Bronwyn Taylor had refused from the early days of their acquaintance to use a hotel car. Bronwyn insisted that there was no need to pay hotel prices when there was so much alternative transport available. Singh was of the view that trusting his ample form to an unknown young man in wrap-around sunglasses, driving a vehicle whose maintenance history was a closely guarded secret, was not the way to begin the day. He had tried to insist that there was no need to be so frugal when the Singapore government was paying expenses.

Bronwyn had been adamant. ‘It doesn’t matter whose money it is, we shouldn’t waste it. Besides,’ she had continued, ‘how can we possibly find out anything about Bali if we stick to hotel transport? We need to talk to ordinary Balinese people. Find out what they’re thinking.’

‘They’re wondering how they’ve gone from playground of  the wealthy to deserted island. I don’t need to ride around in a deathtrap to work that out.’

Singh could see the Australian woman now, hurrying across the foyer, greeting hotel staff individually by name. He shook his head despondently. If he ordered a limo, she would just cancel it. He could insist, of course - but he had a suspicion that she would harp on the subject until he regretted his impulse to put his foot down. His wife achieved her ends using exactly the same tactics - perhaps women had a special nagging gene that allowed for repetition without respite.

Across the road from the hotel, dozens of scruffy young men squatted along the kerbs under the patchy shade of  dedap trees, fallen velvety red flowers a carpet under their feet. Each of them was equipped with a Kijang, a large utility vehicle, to ferry tourists around Bali for a few dollars. Singh cast a suspicious eye over the waiting drivers and beckoned to one who seemed less sinister than the others. Immediately the driver’s face was wreathed in smiles. He stubbed out his  kretek, the ubiquitous Indonesian clove cigarette, and hurried over.

He asked, ‘You need driver?’

Singh nodded.

‘So, where you from?’

The inspector from Singapore was sick and tired of the insatiable curiosity of the Balinese.

Bronwyn, panting slightly from the heat, answered for both of them. ‘He’s from Singapore and I’m Australian.’

‘Good, good - very happy you come to Bali.’

Meeting with silence, he continued, ‘Where to, boss?’

Singh looked inquiringly at the Australian.

‘Bali police HQ, Denpasar!’ she said briskly.

‘OK, Ibu.’

He revved the engine and reversed out onto the street, narrowly avoiding an entire Balinese family riding precariously on a small motorbike. He waved an apology and they tooted back an acknowledgement.

Singh shook his big head. He had never realised how Singaporean he was in his habits, accustomed to wide streets, orderly traffic and an almost complete absence of these horrid little motorbikes that were the main Balinese family transport.

The Kijang raced down a busy street, hooting intermittently. The mildest of apologetic toots warned motorbikes to move out of the way. Slightly more irritable honks were reserved for fellow Kijang drivers muscling in on road position and puffing clouds of grey-white smoke out of their rattling exhaust pipes. A loud blast scared a mangy dog crossing the road.

The car came to an abrupt halt. Singh craned his neck to see what had obstructed their way.

The driver said, ‘Sorry, boss. Have to wait now. There is funeral ahead.’

Singh opened the door and stepped out to watch the slow procession of people; women balancing baskets of fruit and other offerings precariously on their heads, men lugging tall white tasseled umbrellas, all of them dressed in their ceremonial best. He wondered if the funeral was for a victim of the Bali bombs. The inspector felt a wave of sadness. A vicious attack had taken lives and destroyed livelihoods. Although it was the foreign tourists killed who had garnered the lion’s share of the news cycles, many Balinese had been murdered as well.

Singh climbed back into the vehicle with difficulty.

Bronwyn tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as if it was an escaping errant thought. She asked in a sombre voice, ‘Do  you think the tourists will ever come back to Bali?’

Singh gazed out of the tinted window of the Kijang.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I think this place is finished.’

 



Nuri wandered down Jalan Legian until she reached the police barriers. She had not intended to come this way but her reluctant footsteps had been drawn towards the Sari Club, epicentre of the attacks. Although she could not imagine a circumstance in which a devout Moslem like Abdullah might have been caught up in the nightclub bombings, the fact remained that her desperate forays around Bali had produced no sign of him.

Nuri was awestruck by the sheer scale of the destruction. Buildings were blackened shells, with burnt-out cars strewn in front of them. Sombre policemen stood at regular intervals. Too late to prevent the carnage - their job was limited to keeping the curious and the desperate from contaminating the crime scene.

Nuri’s attention was drawn to a middle-aged woman sobbing quietly. She was Indonesian, probably native Balinese. Nuri shuffled further away to give her some privacy. The woman looked up at this and, perhaps appreciating the younger woman’s tact, asked, ‘You are looking for your family also?’

Nuri was determined not to give voice to the possibility that Abdullah might have been a victim of the bombings. She had a superstitious concern that her words might have the power to turn her deepest fears into reality. She said abruptly, ‘No, I just came to see.’ And then embarrassed at sounding like a voyeur she stared down at her feet, modestly sheathed in black socks to avoid prying masculine eyes.

The older woman continued, despair making her garrulous, ‘My brother, we cannot find him. We have hunted in  the hospitals and the morgue in Sanglah ...’

Nuri noticed her accent. ‘You are from Java?’

She nodded, smiling through her tears. ‘Yes, we came here to work. Our family in Jakarta is poor. My brother was a dishwasher at Sari Club. I do the massage at one of the hotels.’ Her voice cracked as she tried to continue. ‘But now see what has happened … we cannot find him.’

She stared down the street but Nuri could see that she was blinded by tears.

She said awkwardly, ‘I hope you find your brother.’

‘I know he is dead. I feel it in my heart.’ She continued bitterly, ‘They say it is Moslems who did this. Terrorists! I cannot believe it. Why would they kill innocents, fellow Moslems, young people who have done nothing to harm them?’

Nuri felt a wave of compassion for this stranger. Like her, she was looking for a lost loved one. But this woman was facing the reality that her brother had been a victim of the bombings. She, Nuri, still had the comfort of ignorance. There was nothing to prevent her believing that Abdullah was in Bali somewhere, waiting for the right moment to return to her and fulfil the promises he had made as he grasped her two hands firmly in his and said his hurried goodbyes.

Nuri put a thin brown arm around the other woman’s shoulders. She stared at the devastation wrought on the narrow street ahead of her. Windows hundreds of yards from the blast site had been blown out. The smell of soot and smoke was pungent, it made her eyes water.

The weeping woman followed Nuri’s gaze and put her hands together in a gesture of supplication. She said, ‘I just can’t believe anyone would do this in Allah’s name.’

[image: 001]

Singh looked inquiringly at one of the policemen. ‘What’s happening?’

The Balinese policeman shook his head. His brown, unlined face was childlike in its despair. ‘We are at a dead end,’ he said. ‘We have examined everything twenty times, thirty times. We have the Australians here, the CIA - everyone is trying to help us.’ He added politely, ‘Including you also.’

Singh nodded an acknowledgement of this remark, wishing for the thousandth time that he actually had skills that might be useful to the investigation.

He asked, ‘What about the motorbike?’

‘We have traced it - it is strange that they bought it new from a Bali shop. The dealer remembers them well - three of them - because they did not argue over the price.’ He managed a half smile. ‘That is very unusual in Bali.’

‘Can he identify them?’

‘Yes, if we catch them first! The Australians are flying in some photo-fit experts.’

Singh was sceptical. He had never had much faith in these sketches of suspects. The memories of witnesses always seemed to involve unkempt men with wild eyes. In Singh’s experience, the more serious the crime, the more two-dimensionally wicked the portraits became. A motorcycle dealer asked to describe the Bali bombers? He’d be amazed if they weren’t given horns and a tail.

Singh scratched the rim between his turban and forehead with a stubby finger. ‘What about the van - the vehicle bomb?’

‘We have gone over every inch of what was left of that vehicle. All the serial numbers have been filed off or changed - they do not match any records.’ The Balinese beckoned to Singh. ‘Come with me, I will show you.’

He led the way to a separate building, waved his ID at a guard and ushered the policeman from Singapore inside. A wave of cool air from the aggressive air-conditioning turned the drops of perspiration on Singh’s forehead into a soothing cold compress.

The Balinese policeman said, ‘You see!’

Singh did see. There were heaps of twisted, blackened metal organised in neat rows on trestle tables. Every part was labelled. Policemen and forensic experts explored fragments under microscopes.

The Balinese policeman said, ‘This is every piece of that van we could find. But there is nothing there. General Pastika is so frustrated that he has gone to the temples to pray for a breakthrough. It is our last hope!’

Singh raised his tufty eyebrows in consternation but managed to hold his tongue on the subject of policemen who abandoned the rational pursuit of evidence to hang around temples praying for divine guidance. After all, his own contribution to the investigation so far had amounted to distracting Balinese policemen from getting about their duties. He could hardly have achieved less if he too had spent his time hollering demands at a Balinese deity.

The inspector’s attention was caught by a man staring dejectedly at a pile of twisted chassis rails. As he watched, the man’s expression changed from one of frustration to sudden interest. He said, ‘It’s been welded!’ He carried the hunk of metal to a work table and prised apart the pieces using a hammer and cold chisel.

Singh leaned forward curiously, impressed by the dexterity and diligence of the man.

Protected from the blast by the now removed welded piece and etched into the metal underneath was a stamped serial number. The investigator said, his voice shaking with  emotion, ‘We have something. Thank God, we have something! General Pastika’s prayers have been answered!’

 



Sarah Crouch tucked the small sum of money she had withdrawn from the ATM into her handbag and walked quickly towards a waiting minicab. She climbed into the back seat, catching a glimpse of red-rimmed eyes in the rearview mirror. The driver looked at her curiously, her drawn, pallid face curbing his natural instinct to embark on conversation. She told him where to go in curt tones that did not invite comment and then leaned back against the grimy cushions. Sarah closed her eyes. She had not been able to sleep of late. She lay in bed every night on the too-soft mattress staring at the ceiling for long hours, listening to the small brown geckos make their strange clicking noises as they pursued flies and mosquitoes across the walls of her room.

She wished Richard had been willing to grant her a divorce. She was sure he would have been delighted to walk away from the mirage that was their marriage to seek a firmer grip on happiness somewhere else. She too had longed to be free of the ties that bound them together, hastily constructed and quickly regretted. She grimaced. It was Richard, with his over-developed sense of responsibility, who had been reluctant to give up on their relationship without a last attempt to save it. He was the one who had suggested this Bali sojourn to try and repair the cracks, or at least paper over them with holiday snapshots.

She sighed. The attempt had been doomed from the start. A marriage could only be saved where affection remained. She had long since learnt to despise her husband and crave a more fulfilling relationship. He had taken to spending most of his time with the friends he had found on the island. She had formed a coterie of expatriates, including the Yardleys  and the Greenwoods. On the rare occasion she had dragged Richard out for dinner with them, he had maintained a sullen disapproving silence, his contempt for her friends visible on his slim face. He had never shown any interest in introducing her to his companions. Sarah scowled. The expression aged her. It revealed the discontent that was usually masked by her regular features and the light make-up she used to smooth over the fine lines.

The driver said quietly, ‘We are here, Ibu.’

Sarah carefully counted out the exact fare. She was not going to give the man a tip. He had done his job - nothing more. There was no need to be wasteful of her diminishing hoard of rupiah. Money was becoming very tight. She needed to find some solution to her immediate troubles. She wondered if she dared confront Tim Yardley. How would he react? Sarah clenched her thin hands into angry fists. She had no idea what to do next.

 



Bronwyn appeared at the door and beckoned to Singh. As he approached, his footsteps muffled in his white sneakers, she said, ‘I just got a call from the Sanglah morgue in Denpasar. They want us there.’

‘Who does?’ asked Singh, puzzled.

She shook her head. ‘Not sure. AFP? Bali police?’

Singh sighed. ‘Well, I have nothing better to do.’

There was a car waiting for them outside with a police driver. He saluted smartly as the Sikh inspector trudged towards him. Singh’s eyebrows shot up for the second time that morning. He slid in the back next to Bronwyn and pondered this sudden elevation in status from political window dressing to important personage. An urgent summons. A car and driver. Something was up and he had no idea what it could be.

Bronwyn’s broad forehead had puzzlement etched on it. She echoed his thoughts. ‘What’s going on?’

He said, ‘Not a clue!’

The inspector from Singapore sat back and gazed out of the window. The sky was cloudless and a piercing, eye-watering blue. It was a hot day and the huffing and puffing of the noisy air-conditioning was not helping. Singh wiped his forehead with a big white handkerchief. He ran a forefinger under the rim of his turban, trying to let some cool air drift towards his scalp. His head itched in hot weather. He wished someone would invent a lightweight version of the six yards of cotton cloth he had twined expertly around his big head that morning. He could just dispense with the turban, of course. Many of his fellow Sikhs had long since abandoned the traditional headwear, giving in to the pressures of hot weather and modern dress norms. He himself did not wear the iron bangle - it gave him a rash around his wrist - that was yet another requirement of Sikhism. But Singh knew he would feel exposed and defenceless without his turban. He had worn it for too many years. It was his security blanket.

He glanced at Bronwyn. Her face was reddened with heat. Tendrils of hair adhered to her forehead. Every single pore on her small nose was as distinct and visible as the craters on the moon. The moisture above her upper lip looked like a translucent moustache. The Bali climate was certainly not kind to pale-skinned Australians. But at least she wasn’t wearing a turban. She noticed him looking at her and smiled - the dimple carved into one cheek gave the smile an infectious quality. Singh had to work hard to avoid grinning back. He didn’t want any accidental overtures of friendship. It was already hard enough keeping this painfully chummy woman at arm’s length.

It did not take long to reach the Sanglah hospital mortuary. Singh got out of the car with some reluctance. He was familiar with bodies. He had seen them stabbed, shot, drowned and strangled. But he had never been exposed to mass killing on the scale of the Bali bombings.

There was a tall thin man with overgrown sandy hair lapping the collar of his white coat waiting for them at the entrance. He demanded in a staccato voice, ‘You’re Singh?’

The inspector nodded. He decided to overlook the man’s gruff tone. From his bloodshot eyes to the vein pumping in his forehead, this was a man at the end of his tether.

‘I’m Dr Alex Barton. I’m in charge of the collection of burnt-out body parts we have here.’

‘Lucky you!’ muttered Singh as he shook hands with the man, noticing that the skin on his palm was dry and rough. He still had no idea why he was at the morgue. He hoped there wasn’t something that needed doing for which he had no expertise - God only knew what his superiors had told the Balinese about his skill set. He wouldn’t have put it past his Singapore bosses to assure them that he was a forensics expert.

The doctor looked like he wanted to say something but was not sure how to proceed. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his white coat, glanced at Singh, changed his mind and stared down at the policeman’s white plimsolls, a perplexed expression on his face. He said abruptly, ‘Why don’t you come with me.’

Intrigued by this air of mystery, Singh trotted after the doctor, taking two steps for every one of the other man. Bronwyn had no trouble keeping pace in her soft-soled shoes that were worn down around the heels. She was almost as tall as the pathologist. Bronwyn was being reticent by her standards. Singh wondered about it for a moment. Did she know  something she was not telling him? He abandoned the mental task of second-guessing Bronwyn in favour of the physical task of keeping up with the others.

Alex Barton did not stop until he reached a large steel freezer. He opened the door and gestured for them to look inside. Singh peered in reluctantly. His disinclination was vindicated by the sight of small piles of charred limbs and other human remains.

He looked inquiringly at the Australian doctor. ‘Having trouble identifying these victims?’ he asked.

‘Yes. But it’s early days yet. We’re still waiting for DNA samples, dental records, information on identifying marks, you know, scars, tattoos, that sort of thing.’

‘Tough job,’ said Bronwyn sympathetically.

‘It wasn’t helped by the cock-ups after the bombs,’ complained the doctor bitterly.

Inspector Singh asked in his gravelly voice, ‘What do you mean?’

‘There wasn’t enough space here - at the morgue, I mean. The freezer was only designed for ten bodies. We had over two hundred. The remains were left in bags in the garden. They were so burnt, decomposition was faster than normal. I’ve been in war zones that weren’t as bad. But the worst part’ - he shook his head in disbelief - ‘anyone and everyone was allowed to wander in looking for missing relatives. People claimed bodies based on visual identification - hopeless in the circumstances.’

Bronwyn asked in horrified tones, ‘Do you mean families claimed the wrong bodies?’

‘That’s not the least of it,’ said the doctor, sighing. ‘Some of the volunteers who came in to help - they didn’t have any training - they mixed remains. There’s a lot of cross-contamination of DNA samples.’
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