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BODY




Chapter One


‘Mrs Wyndham has been waiting for you, mem.’ The guard at the gate gave Fei directions across the grounds. She turned off the air-conditioner and wound down the window. The warm smell of the night blew in, heavy with salt from the sea. She shifted her executive model Proton into second and cruised to the car park.


She should have arrived here at the Wyndham Centre for Mental Health and Excellence by late-afternoon. The sudden night of the tropics had come hours ago. She had left Kuala Lumpur after lunch and turned off the north-south highway near Ipoh three hours later. She had then got lost along the old trunk road, stuck behind local traffic: rusty Toyotas swerving into her path, a bullock yoked to a cart, school children cycling four abreast. Finally, she had found the turning and for the last half hour her car had been the only vehicle on a narrow road through undeveloped jungle. It had emerged into the delta of a mangrove swamp as she approached the coast, rising at last to the higher ground that cupped the Centre like a natural fortification.


She parked on the edge of the rise and stepped out into the night. Below her, the white colonial-style sanatorium was warmly lit along its verandahs. The shapes of coconut trees fanned out against the sky. The stars were bright over the dark curve of the sea. It was rare that Fei was ever out of the city these days, work and urgent meetings always the priority. She stretched and tried to relax.


She followed the lit gravel path, leaving her briefcase and overnight case in the car. From the architect’s plans she had seen, she knew that the path was one of many along the wooded slope, linking the staff bungalows. If she stayed on this one, she would reach the Wyndhams’ residence. But after her long drive, she wanted a moment to relax and the lure of the waves drew her down towards the sea.


Lights from the residences dotted the woods behind her. Bright bulbs festooned along the path across the lawns cast a criss-cross of shadows about her feet as she walked. It was like finding a beach-side Shangri-la in the wilderness. She felt free suddenly, as if she had left her old self with her life back in the city. There her clients clamoured for her: contracts and joint ventures, judicial reviews and planning applications piled up in her tray; bills, budgets and the administrative demands of her law firm battered at her time. Her mother was complaining again about Anita’s behaviour, her youngest sister starting up arguments all the time at home. There were the family’s bills for a new air-conditioning system, repairs to Kit-Li’s car, a bridging loan Johnny needed to expand his construction business – her other sister and elder brother both working but always somehow short of cash. And there was Sam.


She did not want to think about Sam tonight. They had had another argument that morning. Why do you have to go to the Centre the day before? Why not go tomorrow like all the other guests? Sam had slammed away from the breakfast table. It’s always business first with you, isn’t it? Never mind about us. That bitterness echoed still in her mind. Fei had tried to explain. But what had there been to explain?


The Wyndhams were her most important clients. Ginny Wyndham had asked her up the day before, gentle but firm in her persuasion. ‘Come up early. You work too hard. A day by the sea will be good for you. In my professional opinion.’


‘You always know how to get your own way,’ Fei had laughed.


‘Besides, I want you to myself for a while.’


Three years before, Ginny Wyndham had come to Fei’s firm with deeds to the vast tract of coastal land the Wyndhams had acquired and a detailed proposal for building a mental health sanatorium there. She and her husband, Piers, had bought the property cheap from the holiday resort company that had gone bankrupt after years of troubled development works at the site. Piers, a neuropsychologist, had developed a revolutionary form of community-sensitive and culturally based therapy for mental health treatment which would be the basis for the Centre’s work. He left the administrative and PR matters to Ginny, focusing his energies on research and patient care.


In the time Fei had worked with the Wyndhams, she and Ginny had become good friends. Outside their business relationship, they often had a meal or a drink whenever Ginny was at the Wyndhams’ apartment in KL. Fei had finally told Ginny about Sam. Perhaps it had been the cosy European decor, the wine, Ginny’s relaxed affection, as if they had been friends forever and outside was London and not Asia. It had all poured out: how Fei couldn’t get through to Sam anymore, how they were always fighting now, how things had changed after four years together. Ginny had listened quietly and taken her hand. At last someone understood, Fei had thought, and the secret she had shared with Ginny had drawn them closer over the last months.


Rasping breath rushed up suddenly behind her. Something clawed hard into her shoulder. She sensed the warmth of another body close to hers, the grip digging deeper into her flesh.


‘What—’. She tried to twist round but could not free herself.


A terrified voice in her ear, hot breath and saliva spraying her cheek. ‘Out of the sea, I saw beast rising. Had ten horns and seven heads. They … the missing link …’


Fei pulled away with a cry. She stumbled with the sudden momentum. Her heart lurched in her chest. She could not find the breath to scream. He came after her, grabbed her arm.


His face was up so close, she could see the sheen of sweat and stubble even in the sallow light. His breath was rank; saliva ran from his lips, speckling into froth. His left eye was closed, that side of his face hanging slack. Fei felt his weight swaying against her, his grip tightening. He shuffled, favouring his right side, dragging his left arm and leg. He wore white, sheened yellow by the electric light.


‘The number of the beast – six six six. There are seven angels with seven plagues. They are the missing link. Mighty Babylon, your doom is struck. Warning you …’


Fei pushed at him. He staggered but did not let go. She slammed her fist into his face, the contact sending a jolt of pain up her arm. His head jerked back but otherwise he did not move.


Running feet. Voices. People around her, pulling the man from her. A blur of activity, three men and a woman surrounding her attacker. Fei saw a syringe thrust into his arm. He was struggling against them, subsiding into stupor. Fei staggered, her mouth dry. She was shaking.


Piers Wyndham stood beside her, tall and straight-backed. ‘Take him to the Secure Unit.’


One of the other men looked up. He was in jeans and a T-shirt. ‘But he’s not a high-risk patient.’


‘He is now.’ Piers glanced at Fei, his tone crisp. ‘One of you stay with him tonight and in the morning, work out a rota. We can’t take any chances with the ceremony tomorrow.’


The group, whom Fei took to be nurses or orderlies, walked away from the main building with their sedated patient. They were all dressed casually. Piers turned to her. He wore a Malay-style high-collared tunic and dark trousers. His European features were angled with shadows, blond hair gleaming against the darkness. ‘Why didn’t you go straight to our residence, Fei-Li?’


His abrupt tone startled her. ‘I – well, the sea … the view …’


‘Come with me.’


Fei had to hurry to keep up. She felt cold suddenly. Her legs felt like slinkies pouring their way down stairs. She gasped, ‘Who was that? What was he talking about?’


‘He used to be the keeper at the Sanctuary down the road. You’ll have passed it on your way.’ Piers spoke as if describing a clinical study. ‘The isolation broke him. He never took a holiday. Loved the orang-utans like his own family. He was reading the Bible day after day – religious man. He knows the Book of Revelations by heart. That’s what he keeps quoting to anyone who’ll listen. The end of the world and so on.


‘We don’t have a uniform for patients or staff but Deng likes to wear white, the Chinese colour for death. He was one of our first patients, and usually our therapies work with him. He’s not so morbid now. But once in a while he gets over-agitated – we’ve been disrupted by the preparations for the ceremony all week so no doubt that upset him.’


‘Will he be all right?’


‘He’ll be fine once he’s calmed down.’


‘He – he didn’t seem well.’


‘Stroke. Paralysed the function on one side. He gets about, though. Strong-willed.’


Ginny was waiting for them on the steps of the bungalow. She looked tense. She said, almost like a complaint, ‘Why didn’t you come straight up? I’ve been waiting all day for you.’


Fei didn’t like the way that they both seemed to treat her like a child. She said, ‘Sorry.’


Ginny seemed to notice her husband for the first time then. She stiffened, her voice formal. ‘Thank you for bringing Fei, darling. What happened?’


He told her in his terse tones. Ginny took it in without a word. Fei looked at Piers by the light from the porch. There was something about his gaunt severity that discouraged friendliness. His hair was too neat and his gaze seemed always clinical. Near his collar was a tiny badge, an abstract swirl of silver and red gold. Fei recognised the logo of the Asian Values Alliance.


Fei and Ginny sat at the table on the back verandah. The Wyndhams’ bungalow was set at a distance from the other accommodation on the seaward slopes of the ridge. The sanatorium was to the south and out of immediate vision. All Fei could see were palm trees dark against the stars and sea.


By flickering candlelight, Fei ate fried noodles that Ginny had heated up in the microwave. She hadn’t realised how hungry she was. Ginny did not eat but shared a Tiger beer with her.


‘I was looking forward to spending some time alone with you.’ The petulance was still in Ginny’s voice.


Fei nodded. She had imagined a pleasant and amusing evening with her friend, like they usually had. She had looked forward to it, too, she wanted to say now. Why was Ginny being like this?


‘You’re here, that’s the important thing.’ Ginny smiled but her lips were taut. ‘Even if you’re late.’


Fei attempted conversation. ‘Piers didn’t come in.’


‘He won’t be joining us.’


‘Does he always work this late?’


‘Great scientists never keep mere mortal hours.’ Ginny drank her beer. She looked at Fei and seemed to soften. This time her smile was genuine. ‘Are you okay now? Poor Deng – he must have given you such a fright.’


Fei laughed. ‘I thought some demon had got me.’


They talked more easily again, their fondness for each other dispelling the first awkwardness. When Fei had finished eating, Ginny showed her round the empty house. In the three years of their friendship, Ginny had always used the Wyndhams’ apartment in Kuala Lumpur as a base. The continuing construction work on the Centre had been the excuse for not having visitors to the bungalow here. This private invitation now before the official inauguration ceremony felt special to Fei.


The bungalow was a traditional long-house-style wooden building on stilts. Verandahs ran its length at front and back. Each room inside opened into the next. The guest room was at one end. Ginny and Piers had their rooms at the other, one large room divided into a suite of two. Ginny’s room faced the sea, colourful rugs on the wooden floor and saris hanging on the walls. The soft furnishings on the rattan furniture hinted at her English origins. There was a Laura Ashley spread on the bed. They stood there awkwardly.


There was no hint of Piers’s presence in this room. It was as if Ginny wanted Fei to see that she and her husband no longer slept together. She seemed to expect a response and finally Fei said, ‘It can be easier like this.’


‘I knew you’d understand.’ Ginny slid her arm through Fei’s. ‘But, please, no one else knows.’


Fei’s heart went out to her. The Wyndhams stood for healing and wholeness to the outside world but it seemed their own relationship had failed them. Fei suddenly understood Ginny’s previous agitation. She had wanted to share this pain with Fei, talk to her from the emptiness of her marriage. Her unhappiness was echoed in Fei’s heart.


They strolled along the verandah back to the table. The candle was burning low now. Ginny opened two more bottles of beer from the fridge as they sat down.


She said gently. ‘How are things with Sam?’


‘A bit fraught.’


Ginny touched Fei lightly with her fingertips. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’


Fei shook her head. She didn’t want to think about Sam. Not now.


The rejection made Ginny brittle again. She withdrew her hand. ‘I thought we could be close. Especially after you told me about Sam. I thought you’d understand the position I’m in. I thought you were a friend who could help me through it instead of …’ She broke off.


Ginny’s voice had risen to a staccato, her movements jabbing with tension. Fei stared at her in confusion. ‘Help you through?’


‘I hate it all – all this. The fund-raising, the polite smiles and constant chat, the PR spin on everything. Everyone knows me as Ginny Wyndham, Director of the Mental Health and Excellence Centre – and no one knows me at all. I thought you of all people might understand! I thought I could be close to you.’


Fei had never seen her like this. Ginny had always seemed so poised and confident, a perfect representative for the Wyndham Centre. It was as if this was a different woman.


Ginny pistoned on ‘How do you think I get through it all? All those meetings with health officials and CEOs, begging for money and support, charming my way into their coffers? You think I’m damn’ good at it, don’t you?’


Fei said nothing.


Ginny seemed about to go on then looked stricken as if she had already revealed too much. Finally, she said. ‘I thought you could make things different for me.’


‘Me?’


‘You’re my friend. My only friend.’


‘You have lots of friends. And Piers …’


Ginny grabbed Fei’s hand. ‘I started out working on the computer – algorithms and microchips, that’s what I wanted from life. They don’t judge you: they’re at your mercy, not you at theirs. Piers made me into this smiling people-person he needed for the Centre while he got on with the real work. They brought in Ricky Teong and his computer team to work under my supervision. He’s at it with his guys round the clock while I get sucked out there to lecture tours, fund-raising, PR dinners … They’ll have no further use for me on the graphics side soon. I know it, I taught Ricky too well. The joke is, I feel like a wind-up doll with the spring coiled too tight most of the time. Don’t you see that?’


‘I’m sorry if I haven’t been a very good friend.’ The intensity in Ginny’s eyes made Fei uneasy. They seemed to be pleading with her to go down a road she did not yet want to take. Ginny’s neediness startled her, like the sight of a raw wound. And yet fascinated her. Fei promised, ‘I’ll try to make it up to you.’


Ginny seemed to relax then. She took Fei’s hand. The display of gratitude embarrassed Fei. ‘You’ll be fine tomorrow, I know it,’ she said.


Ginny nodded, tears glistening in her eyes. It touched Fei that out of everyone in her life, Ginny had turned to her. It was only Fei who could help her, make her safe again. But Fei could not stop herself from instinctively pulling back. She took a swig of beer to camouflage it, tilting the glass to her friend in a toast.


Fei slept little that night. Her mind raced. She kept seeing Deng’s crazed face shouting at her. His senseless babble churned in her mind. It had been a long day – and a long stressful drive: his sudden appearance had shocked her, she told herself, that was all. But even as she battled down that disturbance, another plagued her. Deng transformed himself into Ginny, his manic behaviour becoming her nervy tension, his voice her tight staccato complaints. Fei opened her eyes with a start.


Her heartbeat was loud in her ears. She was sweating. Fei sat up. It was as if Ginny’s need and loneliness had darkened the shadows in her own heart. Fei thought back over the last few years with Sam, tried to find the moment when it had all started to go wrong. The mosquito net over her bed felt like a cage. She gathered it up and draped it over its frame. There was no point in trying to sleep. It would soon be light. She went out on to the verandah.


The rhythm of the sea ticked away the night.


The last time Fei had been by the sea had been with Sam a few weeks before. It had been a disaster. She had taken Sam to Pulau Tioman for the weekend. The island was famed for its white beaches and four-star luxury amid a tropical paradise. All she had wanted was for them both to be happy again but Sam had seemed tense throughout Saturday. After dinner, they had gone down to the beach.


There had been a full moon. They had walked wordlessly through the shallows. When Sam tried to take her hand, Fei pulled away. The setting might have helped them if the quarrel had happened earlier in their relationship. But they had had this argument too many times in the last year.


Sam said, ‘Why pay for all this romance and luxury if you won’t let me touch you anymore?’


To make up for all the times I’ve let you down, Fei wanted to shout. But aloud she said, ‘You know we can’t.’


‘There’s no one here to see.’


‘Just in case someone …’


‘And what if someone saw us? So what? We’re just friends, aren’t we? That’s what you tell everyone. Your family and friends. Business contacts you won’t let me meet. This is just friendly hand-holding – who would say otherwise?’


‘Please keep your voice down.’ All Fei’s hopes were unravelling before her eyes. She did not know how to save them.


Sam swore and turned away.


Fei pleaded, ‘We’ve been through this before. But this isn’t London. What you can do in the West, we can’t do here. You’ve lived in Malaysia now for almost four years. When will you ever understand?’


‘So I can’t touch you outside the four walls of the hotel room on our romantic weekend?’


‘I have my career to think about. And my position in this society. Don’t you see?’


‘You never used to be like this. Remember? In the first year I came to KL, you used to be proud to be seen with me.’


Fei turned away. ‘Things are different now.’


‘Or is that just the excuse?’


Was Sam right? Was all this just shadow boxing? Fei felt the breeze on her face. Was she creating these arguments, anything to engage with Sam again?


Sam said softly, ‘I love you so much, Fei. But what’s happened to us? This last year – it’s all been going wrong.’


Fei blinked against the tears. It was as if her heart had grown numb. Her frustration burst into the silence. ‘In London, we could live how we liked. But Asia is different. In London, we could forget that we’re different from the rest. But not here. It’s easier for you, this isn’t your home. You have no stake here. If it all falls apart, you can always go back to London …’


Her last words had hung in the air between them.


They hung there still in Fei’s mind. You can always go back to London. Sam’s contract at the National Hospital of Malaysia would come up for renewal in ten months’ time. They had not talked about it. Somehow they had forgotten how to talk.


The first grey light of day began to appear. The sky brightened but the sun behind the ridge would not be seen for a while yet. Fei began to distinguish the colours of the landscape she had only seen by night. The sea was metallic grey, deepening moment by moment into olive. Blue gave way to pink and purple on the shoreline, green washed into the lawns and vegetation.


Monkeys whooped across the jungle slopes behind, their calls echoing over the bay. In the stillness of the morning, Fei could just make out the deeper tones of the waking apes in the Orang-Utan Sanctuary two miles away.


She had passed the turn-off through the jungle the night before, the sign boldly proclaiming: ‘All-Asia Orang-Utan Sanctuary and Research Institute’. The orang-utans had hit the international news some years before when they had been discovered during land clearance in the Titiwangsa mountain range. These apes were a sub-species never before known to man, according to the media reports, dark grey where the better known Orang-utans were rust red and smaller in size.


Fei remembered the national excitement at the opening of the Sanctuary eight years before. She had just come back from England to start as a trainee in one of the major law firms in KL. The grey orang-utans had been the pride of Malaysia while the red apes of Indonesia declined because of deforestation in Borneo. To world acclaim, an anonymous benefactor had opened the Sanctuary exclusively for the Malaysian species. The apes seemed to symbolise a defining moment in the country’s history and they appeared in ad campaigns and politicians’ photo opportunities, emblazoned children’s school bags and pencil cases, populated every tourist brochure and souvenir item.


Malaysia stood on the verge of what was touted as the ‘Asian century’, the era when Asia would rise to eclipse the West as the dominant global player. The new millennium would see Asia leading the way in international affairs, business, industry, trade, culture and social change, the pundits declared. The grey orangutans stood for all that was new and hopeful and yet were as ancient as the hills from which they had come. They were brought out of the jungle to meet the modern world in an ecologically protected environment. The apes and their new habitat were monitored and managed with the most progressive ecological techniques and the best forestry and veterinary technologies. They stood for the best of Malaysia – its traditions and heritage, the vast beauty of its rainforests, and also the nation’s coming of age, its modernity and its future, most of all its uniqueness. Fei understood such hopes and optimism, felt the energy and ambition in her own blood.


She had met Sam in London. They had been happy in the cool, orderly atmosphere of Europe. England had been such a safe, easy place. Fei had loved it for that, loved its patchwork fields and clean pavements, its reasonableness and tolerance. It was a country that had only one deadly species, the adder, which was a rarity anyway – and that summed up everything she loved about England. Fei had tasted freedom there: the freedom to talk and argue, to step out of tradition and custom and be whoever she wanted to be. She had felt a curious sense of safety and peace in London that she would never feel in Asia.


And yet this was her home. Not just the teeming jungle and quiet sea, but also the clogged, manic city she had left that afternoon. She loved the conflicts of Malaysia: the wild landscape that harboured cobras and tigers and bright birds, the thrusting monuments to pride and ambition in KL, the battle of its dusty traffic snarl ups, the atap villages with their palm-thatched houses among the coconut groves. She felt alive here, jostled by the myriad colours and cultures: Chinese, Malay, Indian, aboriginal, Eurasian, white and migrants from all parts of Asia, all with their own religions, cultures, customs and dialects, mingling their cuisines in an exotic mix of spices and flavours, bound together in a common drive to make good. She was one of them. She belonged. And yet she did not.


Fei turned away and went back into the room. She showered and began to dress, putting on the armour of her professional self. The uncertainties of the night dispersed in the brightening day. She became Qwong Fei-Li again, partner in the rising firm of Ming, Siap & Qwong. She was thirty-two and already netting an annual personal profit of a quarter of a million ringgit, excluding income from her investments. In the business community, her reputation was increasingly formidable. She would not let herself be overwhelmed by intangibles. She was in control of her life and her future. And nothing was going to knock her off course.




Chapter Two


Ginny accompanied the dignitaries through the sanatorium and its grounds. Fei studied her in amazement. Today Ginny was dressed in a pale pink linen suit, her brown hair styled and sleek. A touch of make-up softened the angles of her otherwise plain face. Her public persona was poised and charming. No one seeing her now would have guessed at the brittleness that had marked her the night before.


It was a bright, clear day. Cotton-ball clouds drifted across a lapis lazuli sky. The palm trees shimmered with sunlight. Beyond the lawns, bursting with the colours of bougainvillaea, hibiscus, fast-growing yellow flame and frangipani, the sea foamed white against deep jade. The main sanatorium was cooled by jacaranda and pine trees. Verandahs running the length of its several storeys shaded rooms where ceiling fans turned endlessly. On the central lawn, a stage had been set up, covered by a marquee-style awning. Catering staff had laid out a buffet table and dining facilities beneath the coconut trees.


Among the guests were regional chief executives of major health and education charities – from Mental Health Asia, Education for All International to the Asian Values Alliance. Health officials from Thailand, Philippines, Singapore and Malaysia were all represented. Multinational companies keen to show their community face and encouraged by tax breaks had sent directors from their boards. Ginny knew everyone by name and found a moment to chat with each of them.


Fei realised it was a major coup to have got the Wyndhams on to her client list. They had originally come to the firm through one of her partners, Stanley Siap, via a large commercial client. Stanley had been bursting with self-importance as the Wyndhams had already got the backing of well-known corporations and charities for their venture. They were also personal friends of Siew Kei-Win, the CEO of Enlightenment International, a lighting and utilities conglomerate, and President of the Asian Values Alliance. It had been as if Stanley had seen strings of lights illuminating his career path towards the rich and powerful. Fei remembered Ginny standing at the boardroom door looking at her with curious eyes. Speaking across Stanley’s triumph, she had requested Fei as the Centre’s lawyer.


She had taken over all the Wyndhams’ files from their previous legal firm, Teck & Co, a one-man band that had been wound up following the death of the sole practitioner. Teck had negotiated the acquisition of the site on which the Centre now stood and had pushed through all the legal paperwork. He had subsequently suffered a nervous breakdown after a financial scandal, according to the talk Fei had heard, and one night had blown his brains out, sitting in his car in the garage.


Fei had steered the Wyndhams through the complex legal work involved in construction of the Centre. She had handled negotiations with government departments, local authorities and environmental committees to obtain the appropriate licences and permissions. She had also set up a charitable trust for the Centre’s finances, taking advantage of tax exemptions and incorporating strategic flexibility for the expanding international aspects of the Wyndhams’ work. Ginny never quibbled over her bills and Fei’s fee income had almost doubled.


Her work for the Centre had been one of the best challenges of her career. It had brought her into contact with many government officials and judges. The Centre’s high profile had also increased hers. Ginny’s contacts were already opening up a network of new clients for Fei. The celebrations today brought her naturally into the circle of the elite. Fei made herself focus. With confident charm, she began to work the VIPs, handing out her business cards at every opportunity.


The press trailed the proceedings, photographers and TV cameramen hurrying ahead of Ginny and her guests. With media representatives of many of the South East Asian countries were two or three journalists from Western international weeklies. Fei noticed a tall, blond man. He had the broad build of an athlete, poised lightly like a cat about to spring. He was wearing a denim shirt and khakis, an old tie carelessly giving the required touch of formality. A camera with a telephoto lens hung from his shoulder. His gaze caught hers. She looked away.


Fei saw that the independent satellite news station, N-Sat, had also sent a camera crew. N-Sat stood for Nanyang Satellite and was the new twenty-four-hour information and entertainment satellite network, owned by a Hong Kong telecommunications tycoon. Its programmes were beamed to Asian countries from Pakistan to Japan. Its catch-phrase was ‘The best of Asia for the best in Asia’, capturing its aim to broadcast only Asian programmes and films and to cover news from a purely Asian perspective. No American or Western programming or product advertising appeared on N-Sat channels.


The dignitaries were filmed in the sanatorium, chatting to patients with schizophrenia, depression and anorexia. With patients, Ginny was reassuring and calm, prompting them with gentle directions.


The guests were not permitted access to the Secure Unit located on the headland to the north of the Centre’s grounds. It housed psychotic patients who posed a danger to themselves and others. ‘The few we accommodate there are the ones most in need of care and protection,’ Ginny said with compassion and grace. ‘Their best interests would not be served by an invasion by media and visitors.’


A video link showed the patients in a comfortable amenities room, attended by friendly staff. In one corner, Fei noticed Deng watching television. He was smiling as he stared at the cheesy images on the screen – they seemed to be an extended ad for a happy family holiday. At first, Fei assumed his state to be the product of tranquillizing drugs. But there was a naturalness in his movements that belied that suspicion. He seemed alert yet composed. Deng’s transformation astounded Fei. Seeing such results, Fei thought, the Centre’s techniques had to be truly impressive.


Outside again, Fei emerged a few paces behind Ginny. She could see Piers waiting for the guests, catering staff by his side bearing trays of iced drinks. Security personnel shepherded the guests in his direction. The press fell away from their formation round the VIPs as everyone relaxed.


Without seeming to, Ginny drew Fei into her wake and inched her out of earshot of the other visitors. She slowed her pace to let the group pass them. Fei sensed Ginny’s easiness with her, the tension of last night gone. She felt relief like the hit of a drug.


Fei kept her eyes on the group of VIPs as they moved ahead of her and Ginny.


Ginny bent her head close to Fei’s, her manner serious, as if discussing a legal problem. But her voice was low and intimate. ‘Thank you for last night. I’m sorry I’ve been neglecting you today. Are you all right?’


Fei stared after the group ahead. Something made her uneasy as she watched them. She tried to match Ginny’s manner, murmuring, ‘You’ve all this to deal with. It’s difficult for you, I know.’


‘Thank you.’ Ginny seemed moved by this acknowledgement. She touched Fei’s arm lightly, as a friend might. But stayed a moment too long. ‘May I call you?’


Fei nodded.


And Ginny was gone, taking the arm of someone from the Thai health ministry and asking after her children.


Fei caught a figure out of the corner of her eye. It was then that she realised they had been observed. Looking round, she saw the blond man, standing some distance away. He was staring at her and did not try to hide it. That was what had been bothering her – she had not seen him in the main group as it had passed her and Ginny.


Suddenly, he swung his camera up and took a photograph of her. He grinned and walked away.


‘Hey!’ Fei began, but he did not stop. She looked after Ginny and saw her deep in conversation. When she glanced back, the blond man was nowhere to be seen.


Piers stood with Siew Kei-Win in the shade of a jacaranda tree as the latter sipped iced tea. They were some distance away from the festivities. Siew was a handsome man in his fifties, tall and fit for his age, his hair still untouched by grey. Piers’s stance was straight-backed and still, both hands in his pockets. His smile belied the tension balling his fists beneath the well-cut cloth. ‘Another week, that’s all we need,’ he said, trying not to make it sound like a plea.


‘This is the second postponement.’ Siew’s eyes were hard. A muscle jumped in his jaw.


‘The new generation have not yet reached maximum growth capacity. The process is a natural one, using H cultures for optimum reactive results, you know that. We can’t control these cultures as you would a synthetic product.’


‘The delay had better be worth it,’ Siew said grimly. His voice had a slight Australian lilt.


‘You won’t be disappointed.’


Siew looked away and beamed at another guest by the buffet table. Turning back to Piers, he made a show of congratulating him then walked away without another word.


The knot tightened in Piers’s gut. He made his way back to the crowds. A blond man intercepted him, reaching out to shake his hand. He wore a denim shirt and khakis. ‘Carson Dean, Global Weekly News. Great work, Dr Wyndham.’


Piers did not shake his hand but smiled as he knew he should. All this PR schmoozing was tedious. It had been Siew’s idea to go for the high profile. The gamble was working, entwining the reputations and interests of the Asian establishment with the fate of the Centre. For the sake of their long-term ambitions, Piers would have to endure today and all the other public appearances that would be expected of him. But his primary objective awaited him in the labs and the sooner he could be left alone to work the better. He tried for an amiable tone. ‘Thank you, Mr Dean. You’re American?’


‘Yeah. You ever been to America?’


‘No, but I’d rather like to. You’re doing some interesting therapeutic work over there.’


‘You sure you’ve never been to America? New York, maybe?’


Something in the journalist’s insinuating tone warned Piers. Dean wasn’t just making conversation. He tried to move past him but Dean kept pace. ‘You remind me of someone,’ the journalist went on. ‘You ever know Justin Lovelace?’


Piers did not break step. He kept his expression neutral and shrugged. ‘Should I?’


‘I swear, you look just like him. He was in New York – well, New Jersey, actually – back in the eighties. Scientist, just like you. You never came across him?’


‘Not that I know of.’


Dean stopped in front of him. He dropped his ‘naive American’ act and said, ‘If you do come across Lovelace, I think he’d want to talk to me.’


Piers’s mouth was dry. He had never thought to hear that name again. Not after all these years. So far as he was concerned, Lovelace was dead. He met Dean’s gaze. ‘I have no idea who you’re talking about but I assure you, Mr Dean, if I come across Mr Lovells, I will pass on your message.’


‘Lovelace. Justin Lovelace.’ Dean offered him a card but Piers did not take it. Dean reached over and slipped it into Piers’s breast pocket.


‘Whatever.’ He pushed past the journalist. This time Dean did not try to stop him.


Piers stood for a moment by the buffet table. His breathing was shallow in spite of himself. He signalled to a security guard. ‘Tell Ong to keep an eye on that American over there. And have someone run a check on him.’ He took out Dean’s business card and stared at it a long moment, finally handing it to the guard.


Han Lee-Ren crouched in the undergrowth by the boundary on the ridge overlooking the Centre. Around him, the cover of trees kept the shadowy air cool. He was not far from the entrance gate, alone but for the scuttling, humming creatures of the jungle. Through the two lines of fencing, he could see the stage and the milling crowd down in the bay. From its appearance, Han knew that the outer fence was electronically sensitive and judging from the sophisticated overall design, both boundaries were likely to be dug deep into the ground to prevent tunnelling. For a civilian institution, these defences seemed curiously over-cautious. Han adjusted the device he had installed on the ground, careful to stay out of range of the CCTV cameras placed at intervals along the fencing.


He was dressed in black, his face and hands darkened with mud. He carried a small pack on his back. His automatic pistol dug into his hip in its concealed holster. Han tightened the noose on his frustration. He had had short notice of the inauguration ceremony, and then only by chance through a call to a local contact. There had not been enough time to plan this job properly. He and Raul had only arrived in KL in the early hours of the morning. They would not be able to penetrate the Centre now to place the devices. But at least the small but powerful surveillance camera he was setting up would glean them some information. Han swore silently. They couldn’t afford to fuck up, especially with the Suits looking for an excuse to pull the plug.


He murmured into the mike of his body set, ‘Try it now.’


Near the turn-off from the trunk road inland from the mangrove delta, a closed van was parked under rambutan trees. In the back, Jose Raul watched the gritty television screen. The picture was coming up at several frames a second, giving the scenes of celebration at the Centre a static, disjointed quality. He adjusted a control on the panel of switches and electronic displays by the screen. The camera had 180-degree vision but it was too far away from the activities on the lawn of the Centre to pick up any dialogue. The picture on screen changed perspective as the remote signal swivelled the device several miles away.


‘It’s set.’ Raul’s voice crackled in Han’s concealed earpiece on the secure radio channel.


Han nested the device under a camouflage of branches and leaves, working slowly to minimise noise and movement. He moved away, inching his way along the perimeter, recce-ing for a possible point of penetration through the defences for a future incursion. He had a second surveillance device he needed to install to cover all angles of the Centre. Through the dense trees, the sea shimmered brightly in the far distance.


In the van, Raul eased the zoom up. The Filipino recognised Ginny Wyndham among the moving figures from photographs of her in the press. She seemed of medium build for a white woman, with an athletic form beneath her elegant suit. She was talking to a Chinese woman, their heads bent close. They were smiling as if they shared a feminine secret. The Chinese was of a more delicate build, her sleek hair cut gamine-style. Her tailored trouser-suit gave her an air of authority in spite of her petite frame. Raul dredged his memory. She was the Wyndhams’ lawyer – he had also seen her in press pictures, accompanying the Wyndhams to a planning hearing. And they were the best of friends, too, he noted from their manner. Could be useful, he thought.


Ginny introduced Fei to Mei-Hong, the wife of one of the doctors at the Centre. Fei was touched that in all the buzz of the festivities, Ginny kept coming back to see that she was all right. They would share a few private giggles and then Ginny would make sure Fei met all the right people. Now she said, ‘No more networking. Have some fun with someone our own age!’ And was gone, after squeezing Fei affectionately on the arm.


Fei sat with Mei-Hong at a table with a group of other women, eating satay and chillied prawns from the buffet and sipping fresh guava juice over crushed ice. Palm trees and frangipani shaded them from the sun and perfumed the air with sweetness. The other tables were filling up with guests. Chang Mei-Hong was slim and pretty, in her late-twenties, a primary school teacher and beamingly proud of her husband, Ben. ‘He stays here at the Centre because of his work. He’s doing really well. If everything goes well, he hopes to head a team for the Centre based in KL and that’s when we plan to start a family.’


Ben sat at another table. He was good-looking – in his early-thirties, clean-cut and smart. A good catch by any standards. He was sitting beside Siew Kei-Win, Fei noted. At his table, there were only men. It struck her that many of the other guests had grouped themselves by gender. This segregation was not deliberate – it never was in Malaysia. There was just a natural gravitation of the sexes towards each other at events like this. Men had their own talk, deep voices resounding with discussion of business and politics and current affairs. Women sipped sweet, iced beverages and talked about their homes and families.


‘Are you married?’ Mei-Hong asked.


Fei shook her head. Her heart sank. This was a question she was often asked. At thirty-two, she was getting close to being an old maid by Asian standards.


‘You career girls, you mustn’t forget you’re a woman also-lah.’ Mei-Hong’s concern was genuine. ‘You all think a husband can wait but, I tell you, having a man of your own – it makes you feel like a whole woman. Why don’t you come to one of our meetings? AVA guys are special, you know, with old-fashioned values.’


It was only then that Fei registered the abstract swirl on her lapel. The AVA logo was based on a human figure metamorphosing into flame, body and arms curling like fiery tongues around a head that might also have been the heart of the sun. This was the latest fad to sweep across Asia. She knew people who were members but none of her friends – mainly cosmopolitan professionals – took AVA types seriously. The Alliance were a pan-Asian organisation rallying Asia to old-fashioned values which they believed made Asians superior to westerners: hard work, thrift, responsibility to the community, family values – as against the selfish, corrupt individualism they attributed to the West. Fei’s circle called them dorks. Paul, a lawyer friend, would mimick a sing-song small-town accent: Mummy’s boys, no mind of their own-lah, they all never stay out late, never try anything new, only like what Daddy tell you to like. Fei smiled at the memory. But ideology made her uneasy, no matter how well-intentioned.


Mei-Hong went on, ‘I’ll call you when we have the next meeting. You must come, no need to be shy.’


Fei remembered with dismay that she had given Mei-Hong her card. She thought of Sam and how the AVA people would condemn her for such a relationship. But Ben worked for the Centre and Fei’s rule was never to offend a client. She said, ‘Sure.’


Later, the formalities began. Piers stood at the podium on the stage overlooking the tables. His clear, English voice carried over the loudspeakers across the grounds. He introduced the scientific concepts behind the Centre’s work and outlined his research project. Ginny sat with the other dignitaries to one side of the visual-aid screen. Fei watched her as she watched Piers, fondness evident on her face. He had an intense, uncompromising aura, eyes unreadable behind his wire-framed spectacles. He was in his early-forties but looked younger.


On the screen behind him were computer-generated slides of the neural networks of the brain as he talked about receptors, transmitters, hormones as a complementary messaging system to the functions of the central nervous system. The technical jargon meant little to Fei but she followed the gist of it. By manipulating the bio-chemical status quo in the brain and body with natural herbs; hypnosis; computer-assisted visualisation or external stimulii such as low electrical currents, heat and massage – Piers postulated – the chemical and biological conditions in the body as a whole that gave rise to mental disorders could be modified and controlled to restore mental health. So far as Fei could understand, this was what traditional medicine and complementary health therapists had been doing for years but Piers and his team were trying to document definitively the scientific basis for such treatments.


Ginny spoke next, exchanging warm looks with Piers as they passed on stage. She talked about the cultural bias of Western psychiatry and how the Centre’s aim was to redress that balance by taking into account the social and cultural context of their Asian patients. The Centre took in patients from all over South East Asia, with specially trained multi-lingual staff and cultural advisors to meet the diversity of their patients. The Centre had a capacity of almost a thousand patients. The first thirty were thriving and there were already scores more due to arrive over the next few weeks. She went on to outline the educational outreach work of the Centre. She and some of her colleagues travelled the region on lecture tours, conducting seminars and workshops with the aim of dispelling myths about mental illness and breaking the taboos that cloaked such conditions in silence and shame.


Ginny returned to her seat, leaning close to Piers to exchange a few words. They were both smiling and seemed a couple happily in love. Fei watched their public performance curiously and thought suddenly of Sam. She had trained herself so well that her mind almost believed that Sam was just a friend. Just a friend. How dismissively she set aside the one person who knew every part of her. A rush of shame washed over her. She and Sam played a similar game to Ginny and Piers, only they had pretended so well not to be in love that the disguise had hardened into reality.


Mei-Hong led Fei to Ben’s table. They settled in chairs close to him, careful not to disturb the men’s conversation. Fei recognised government officials and prominent businessmen from various Asian countries among the group surrounding Siew Kei-Win. There were other younger men she did not know, diffidently attentive, AVA badges in their lapels. Ben Chang looked strained and pale.


One of the older men was challenging Siew good-humouredly. ‘We all think the Wyndhams are doing valuable work. But how can you, Mr Asian Values, support whites? Why not use your money to fund something run by Asians?’


There was laughter as others nodded. The younger AVA men looked offended. Fei smiled. These guys needed to relax. The mock-antagonistic debate was a familiar feature of the Asian social gatherings she attended.


Siew’s reply was amiable. ‘It’s a good point but based on wrong assumptions. Asian Values for us is not about race. We reach out to everyone in Asia. I say, leave the West to destroy itself with its wrong-headed muddle of ideas about being free. Look at all their crime and poverty and problems with drugs, their teenage pregnancies and homelessness and AIDS. Some foolish Asians choose to live by Western values. They prefer McDonald’s and Coca-Cola to their own tasty Asian food and call that progress. They think that American movies, pushing sex and violence and body worship, are freedom of expression. That they, little individuals that they are, are more important than their families or community. They want to sexualise our children and make our women as aggressive as men, all in the name of being modern.’


‘Look at the Spice Girls,’ a young AVA follower spoke up.


Everyone shook their heads and tutted. Fei shifted in irritation. Siew’s statements were simplistic and blinkered by prejudice. But she said nothing.


‘Such foolish Asians are deceived by the propaganda of the West. They’re yellow on the outside, white on the inside – like bananas. They don’t know who they are or where they belong,’ Siew went on. ‘Asian Values is a state of mind. They are universal values – love your family and community, work hard, respect your elders and betters, don’t waste anything, live a healthy life. Whites can uphold and live by the values we impart as well as any Asian person. It’s a question of whether they want to or not. Dr Wyndham, for example, is a valued member of our community.’


‘Ginny isn’t an AVA member, is she?’ Fei blurted out.


Ben Chang glanced at her, startled, then looked away. Siew turned his penetrating gaze on her. Fei realised she had spoken against form. She had not been introduced to him, let alone the group. She was acutely aware of her alien female presence among them. Siew replied graciously, ‘No, she is not. But the Alliance judges the spirit of a person’s actions.’


‘Well said.’


‘Very wise.’


The elite around the table murmured their approval. Siew’s young acolytes gently applauded. Ben seemed to rouse himself and nodded. He kept his eyes fixed on his glass of beer.


Siew kept his gaze on Fei. ‘You are …’


Mei-Hong leapt up, flustered. ‘Brother-Elder Siew, I’m so sorry, please excuse my rudeness. This is Miss Qwong Fei-Li, she is the lawyer for the Centre.’


Fei stood up and shook Siew’s hand while he remained seated. She felt like a child again, made to meet an important grown up. Siew said, ‘I have heard of your good work for the Centre. You’ve done well to bring your clients through all the legal processes.’


‘Thank you, Mr Siew.’ Fei blushed in spite of herself. He had the manner of an emperor bestowing his favour on her, she thought, and somehow it carried her along. She glanced round the table at each of the VIPs: at least Siew’s plug was good for her profile.


‘You’re a partner in your own firm?’ he said.


‘Ming, Siap & Qwong.’ Fei beamed and presented him her card with both hands, Asian-style.


‘You must be a remarkable woman.’


‘You’re very kind.’


‘It’s a pity you have had to sacrifice so much for your achievements.’


Fei stared. ‘What do you mean?’


He smiled paternally. ‘Forgive me for saying so, but your feminine qualities – charm, modesty, family-mindedness, homemaking, lovingness. You’ve had to give all those up to succeed in the aggressive, masculine world of business and money, haven’t you?’


‘Not at all!’ Fei could hardly believe what she had heard. Her earlier irritation turned to anger.


Siew looked at Mei-Hong who took the cue. ‘Brother-Elder Siew is only concerned for your happiness. We are not backward-looking. The AVA believes women are equal to men-lah but we have our special role to play just as men have theirs. Of course, we women should fulfil our potential, whether it’s making a home for our families or going to work. But there are certain jobs more suitable to us women-lah – like teaching and nursing where we can use our caring skills. And public relations, charity work, some types of sales …’


‘A pretty woman with a gentle voice, nice manner – we all want to see her and listen to her,’ another AVA follower chimed in. ‘She can sell anything to me-lah.’


The men laughed deep, manly laughs. Fei felt her hackles shoot up.


Mei-Hong went on. ‘But business and finance it’s better to leave to the men, they know how to fight and argue. It’s like battle-lah, men are stronger – better at it.’


Siew put in, ‘Asian Values brings together the best of all the great teachers of the world’s religions and philosophies. We want society to be a happy place where each person belongs and has a special part to play.’


Fei couldn’t stay silent and polite any more. ‘I’ve never heard such rubbish! You men want the biggest share of everything – power, money, respect, the best-paid jobs. That’s what this is really about. You treat women like children and keep them poor, uneducated and powerless so you won’t have to face any competition. You can dress it up in nice words but it’s still the same old selfish bigotry by another name.’


Mei-Hong looked shocked. Silence lay like lead across the table. The men stared at Fei with stony, affronted eyes. Ben turned to look at her. He seemed to take her in for the first time. Fei felt a pang of horror. She had offended some of the most important guests of her clients and sullied her own good image in their eyes. All because her pride wouldn’t let her keep her opinions to herself. But the arrogance and contempt in what she had heard infuriated her.


Siew’s lip curled, as if she had just proved everything he had said. ‘You’re not married, Miss Qwong?’


‘No.’ Fei bit back her anger.


‘There, you see what you have lost because of your ambition. Be more gentle and sweet and maybe a good man will want to marry you and make you a proper woman. You know, in Chinese tradition, you can never be a woman until you are married.’


Fuck tradition! Fei wanted to snap back. How dare he presume to comment on who she was and how she chose to live? She didn’t need his pity for all the offers of marriage she had turned down. She didn’t need to be made a woman by any man. She was a woman here and now and proud of it. Her blood boiled. But she said nothing. There was no point. She would never win any ground in this gathering, especially when the only other woman there seemed to parrot everything Siew taught.


Feeling sick inside, she decided to go for damage limitation. ‘I apologise for my outburst. I will think on what you have said. Thank you, Mr Siew.’


After all, she told herself, he was an important figure in Asia – as were the other men at the table. There was no point in making enemies where she could make friends. Fei realised she was still standing. She returned to her chair, aware of Siew watching her. She flashed him her most sincere and respectful smile.


Han crouched in the undergrowth. His painstaking progress had taken him most of the way round the landward side of the Centre. He had seen no easy area of penetration through the double fencing and CCTV circuit.


Raul’s voice came over the channel. His relaxed manner was deceptive, Han knew. ‘There’s that white man – he’s come up before. Hair used to be longer and he was bearded that last time. But it’s the same guy.’ Han felt a prickle of excitement. At last, something that might vindicate this operation.


Inside the van, several miles away, Raul made the camera track the white man through movements of the joy-stick control. He was moving away from the lawn and up the slope towards the headland. He seemed casual but occasionally cast quick glances around him. He took photographs of the views his ascent was opening up to him on all sides. Raul described it all to Han, speaking into the mike. ‘The same journalist from Hong Kong.’


Han’s murmur came back to him. ‘He was hunting a contact with the AVA director there.’


‘He’s here today. Siew is here today. Coincidence?’


Raul pulled the camera back into a wide-angle shot. He panned up to the headland and zoomed in again. The terrain was densely covered in trees. He described what he saw in a practised patter. A path edged with rocks cut along the southern side of the promontory. Here the grass had been mowed. The path led to closed gates in double wire-mesh fencing, twice the height of a man. He could make out the words ‘Secure Unit’ on a sign on the outer gate. The fencing ran along the width of the headland, cutting it off from the rest of the grounds. Deep inside the secure section, Raul could make out a low building under cover of trees. To the north, boulders pushed out of the long lalang grass and undergrowth, the terrain clearly impassable. The white man’s figure came into view, out of focus. His image sharpened as he moved along the path towards the building, back to the camera.


‘What’s he looking for?’ Han said.


‘Just snooping. Like we would do if we’d got inside.’


‘You think he’s a spook?’


‘Maybe.’ Raul saw the security guards before the white man did. He talked Han through it. Two men were coming up behind and grabbing the journalist’s arms. The white man struggled but there were two more guards ahead of him, coming from the trees. Another man appeared, a senior security official. He took charge and began to question the white man, who was all smiles and shrugs as if he hadn’t realised he’d been trespassing. He handed over what looked like a passport and a press card.


At a nod from their boss, one of the guards took the camera from the white man and pulled out the spool of film, tossing it to the ground. The white man made a show of protesting.


‘He doesn’t seem too bothered about losing his film,’ Raul mused.


The guards began to frogmarch the man away from the headland.


Han worked his way back towards the main gate. He moved as quickly and as noisily as he dared, keeping an eye alert for the CCTV cameras in the trees.


‘Look at Singapore,’ Siew declared. ‘In the thirty years since Independence, it transformed itself from a little-known mosquito-infested backwater into the financial hub of South East Asia. Everyone now has a place to live and good health. Every household has a television set. There’s little crime, the streets are clean, there’s virtually one hundred per cent literacy. Singapore is what the whole of Asia can become. Singapore is the future. The West criticise and ridicule Singapore – why? Because they envy it.’


‘They envy all of Asia,’ a Thai businessman said. ‘But they also call us “the tigers”. It’s a mix of respect and fear.’


A rumble of consensus. The discussion had widened around the table, with the older men airing their views and the younger ones listening. Mei-Hong sat silent as was appropriate for a woman. Fei could not bring herself to leave, held as if by a strange fascination. Their talk of the rise of Asia touched a chord within her – echoed much of what she hoped for her own career, excited her with its bold ambitions and its confidence in the ability of Asians to better themselves. Their concerns about crime, prostitution, drug-taking and violence were the concerns of every citizen. Between them they painted a picture of Asia in stark contrast to Singapore – thronging in chaos and uncontrolled energy for the lack of strong morals. It was as if a single mind had been divided, Siew said, by the conflict between old and new. Change was happening too fast and Asia’s spirit was struggling to meet the future even while its body seemed one. In a world where you could suddenly have everything, he said, you could destroy yourself in the glut of excess.


In an age of rapid progress, there were those who were being left behind – in their frustration, they were turning to robbery and rape to get what they wanted, a Filipino businessman said. The young were shunning the old religions, an Indonesian man said, they chased only money and their own selfish desires. Computers were changing the workplace and how people related to each other, the old family and social ties breaking down because of modern employment patterns, a Malay millionaire added. They were looking at an Asia that might yet go the way of the West, losing all the ground they had gained and spiralling into degeneracy, alienation and disintegration.


‘Asian Values has the power to make us all one,’ Siew said. ‘One mind, one spirit, one body.’


The rising fervour made Fei uneasy. These men were not all AVA members but as Siew guided them through his philosophies with so light a touch that none saw his manipulating hand at work, the talk grew more inflamed and intense.


‘We are entering the Age of Asia,’ he said. ‘And we must be ready to take the lead. Ahead of China, ahead of Hong Kong and India and Pakistan, we in South East Asia, we will take the helm through the new millennium.’


His evangelical manner held his listeners in thrall. He spoke with the control and style of a master. Fei remembered a profile of him she had read in a magazine. He had once been a fervent ‘born-again’ Christian in Sydney, where he had grown up, the only child of a Chinese father and white Australian mother. He had formed an Asian youth group in a stand against racial harassment from the whites in post-war Australia. It had been transformed into the AVA in his thirties as he had begun to make his first millions in the lighting industry. He had then settled in Singapore. His company was now a global player in utilities, infrastructure and property development, his personal assets worth billions of ringgit. The Alliance he led now encompassed hundreds of thousands of members across Asia, with branches springing up in Australia, New Zealand, North America and Europe where there were pockets of Asian immigrants.


There was an energy about Siew that was impressive. Fei knew that his family had not been wealthy in his youth. His father had been a teacher but had not worked after racist bullying had broken his mental health. His mother had supported them by nursing. Siew’s success had bought his parents a huge estate outside Sydney, bodyguards and round-the-clock care in their old age. He embodied for Asians the single-mindedness and hard work that carved out wealth, power and influence as if from nothing. In spite of herself, Fei felt admiration for all he had achieved. Listening to the AVA President at first hand, it struck her that this was not a movement of dorks and sad cases as her friends liked to think. They were potentially a powerful and influential force across Asia – and the world – whose energy and drive could mould the future of the region.


But as Fei tried to picture the new order that Siew was conjuring, she felt a cold uneasiness. He talked of a society ordered by an ancient hierarchy of elder before younger, men before women, senior before junior, collective before individual; men in the workplace, women in the home; worthy and wholesome books, movies and plays to entertain the educated masses; a world that was crime-free, drug-free, dissent-free; a society of good citizens and model humanity.


It’ll never work, she wanted to say. Such naivety was almost laughable. It was as if the AVA had taken the basic ideas of decent, human values and somehow stretched them to their logical, literal conclusion. These were not Asian values as most people in Asia would understand them, Fei thought. But instead an extremist tract for a paradise on earth that would be impossible to achieve in the real world, given the failings of human nature. And yet here were educated, grown men falling under Siew’s spell, nodding along to his idealistic statements, adding their more and more clamorous agreement to each point.


‘Asian Values can be part of our children’s education. Then they’ll learn from young the right values, the right way to live.’ An official thumped the table to enthusiastic acclaim.


‘Children are our future.’ Siew looked it Ben Chang. ‘Eh, Ben? You’ve been very quiet. What do you say?’


The doctor blinked and stammered, ‘Y-yes, children – they are the key.’ But he looked strained and sick.


Siew turned to the group. ‘Ben is my star. I chose him out of hundreds of bright youngsters many years ago. Now look at him: a young man with a great future here in the Centre. Soon he will run the new associate centre they’ll be setting up in KL. By then he is likely to have a very senior role in the Alliance too.’


Ben seemed embarrassed. ‘I don’t know …’


‘Don’t be so modest.’ It was a command. The younger man flinched. There was a hard edge to Siew’s words now. ‘Of course you can do it all, I have put my trust in you. You won’t let me down, I know it.’


Ben managed a weak smile. Fei watched the exchange curiously.


An aide strode up and whispered in Siew’s ear. Siew excused himself. ‘A phone call,’ he said. But as he walked away, talking to the aide, Fei saw Piers in the distance coming to meet them. A security guard was with him – she guessed from his manner and the style of his uniform that he was a senior officer. They clustered together, an air of tension about them even though they were evidently trying to appear casual.


Fei squinted in the bright light. What had happened?


Han hastened his retreat out of range of the tree-mounted CCTV cameras. But as he moved down the slope, the sudden crashing of bodies through the undergrowth told him the Centre’s security teams were on to him. Han swore. No time to think about the white man now. He must have been caught on one of the cameras in spite of his caution.


Han picked up his pace, letting the downhill momentum take his feet. Behind him, figures fanned out to intercept him down the slope. He changed direction, stumbling on treacherous roots and ferns underfoot.


They were gaining on him. Han pushed through the trees, his vision blinded by branches and the flashing of shadow and light through the leaves. The road, there, winding down the hill towards the mangrove delta. He leapt the last few feet down, landing heavily. A shout behind him. He took the width of the tarmac in two strides and was back under cover of the trees. The slope here was steeper than he had anticipated and he fell, skidding the length of the wooded stretch to thud on to the tarmac below. He was badly winded but heaved himself across. He slid down the next slope into the muddy soil at the edge of the swamp. Gasping, he dragged himself under the cover of mangrove, groping for his Beretta. He held it above the surface as he submerged himself neck-deep into the water. The air roots of the trees weaved about his legs and groin like eels. He suppressed the urge to beat them off.


Clinging to the trunk of a mangrove tree, he worked to control his breathing as six or seven figures thundered out on to the road. They charged about for a few minutes. He slipped into shadow, cursing under his breath. He expected professionalism from his partner and perfection from himself. Now the spectre of failure kicked him in the guts. Bad karma had dogged this whole operation, twisting each development out of his control, almost as if his target was laughing in his face.


He shook himself mentally. Anger had no place on the job.


He swam cautiously into the swamp, away from the road. The guards began to make their way back up the hill, radios squawking. He would have to make it back to the van via a detour.




Chapter Three


Sam had joined the men playing sepak takraw in the garden. Fei could see them from where she stood on the verandah outside her mother’s kitchen. Mrs Qwong lived in a Malay-style wooden house in Titiwangsa, an old residential neighbourhood in north KL. Fei had come up with Sam that morning to spend the day with the family. A compound of grass and bougainvillaea fronted the house and Johnny, Fei’s brother, had set up their old badminton court for the game. Her mother and sisters were busy laying out tables and chairs for dinner in the garden. Some friends and neighbours had already arrived with their ‘pot luck’ offerings of curry, spicy fried chicken and sweet kueh. Mrs Qwong was fussing over the spread of food, enjoying the bustle and laughter.


The late-afternoon sun cast the day in turmeric. Beyond the neighbouring houses, the ridges of the Titiwangsa hills shimmered in the heat. The turret of a mosque gleamed in the distance, overlaid by palm trees curving out above the rooftops. The air was hot and still. Fei waved an ink-dot midge away. She did not know how Sam found the energy to play the ball game.


Sepak takraw was similar to volleyball but instead of their hands, players used bare feet and heads to pass the rattan ball. Johnny played on one team with two other men. Sam was on the other, her slender figure modestly clad in tracksuit bottoms while the men played in shorts. She was slight for a Caucasian, her black hair tied back more bunny-tail than pigtail. Her movements were swift and balletic, the prime skills of the game.


Seeing Sam’s exhilaration and skill, Fei forgot the difficulties between them – the tension on the drive up, the long silences, the way they didn’t meet each other’s eyes. She found herself staring as if hypnotised. Sam was swifter than the men and took shots they had not thought possible, tapping the ball over the net with her foot as she flicked herself sideways and up off the ground. This round, the ball stayed in the air for almost two minutes, shuttling between the players, sustained only by their precision and daring. Sam’s team finally scored with a hit just out of reach of their opponents.


Fei laughed out loud, applauding, unable to take her eyes off Sam. Her mother and the others glanced round.


‘Fierce shot, man!’ Johnny cried.


The game erupted into laughter. Sam exchanged banter with the men in Malay, her voice soaring above their deeper pitch. Her team slapped her high-fives, whistling. The party on the lawn turned to see the cause of the excitement.


Sam broke away from the court. She flew up the steps, grabbing Fei and spinning her with the momentum. Sam was damp with sweat, her eyes bright. Her laughter swooped around Fei. She smelt of milky musk and vanilla. Fei found herself drawing into Sam’s hold, longing to nuzzle into the hollow just beneath her ear. It was so natural to her, a familiar moment from a long time ago. They had been so easy with each other in London, touching as they moved around the kitchen preparing a meal or curling arms around each other while out with friends. Fei had not been afraid then and for a heartbeat now, forgot where she was and succumbed to the intimacy they had almost lost.


Sam bent her head towards her and their foreheads touched.


Fei pulled away. The heat of the afternoon; the men’s voices in the garden; her mother and their neighbours turning round to glance at them. Her sisters – Anita and Kit – pausing with bowls of curry in their hands. They crowded in on her. Fei pushed Sam from her. ‘Well played,’ she said.


She saw Sam’s look of hurt before she turned away. Fei stared at the floor. She heard Sam move slowly down the steps.


There were thirty or more of them, sitting in chairs or on mats in the garden, tucking into the feast buffet-style. Spotlights bathed the night in white. Frogs and cicadas raged as if to compete against the laughter and chatter. Ahmed and Yusof, the young Malay men who had taken part in the game, sat with a group of Indian guys, talking sports. Their girlfriends and wives mingled with Fei’s sisters and their friends. Mrs Qwong sat in a garden chair with a group of older women – Chinese, Indian and Malay – exchanging news of children and grandchildren. The older men stood around interspersing their money talk with off-colour anecdotes and political jokes.


Her father would have been so happy, Fei thought. She pictured him here tonight, presiding over it all from his favourite rocking chair. She sat on the steps with Sam and a couple of Kit-Li’s friends. Her brother Johnny sprawled on the grass in front of them, his boisterous friends beside him. They all balanced plates piled high with food, swigging beers. Johnny was joshing Sam that the English were too clumsy to play sepak takraw well. She was holding her own, their banter steeped in affection. Sometimes, Fei thought, Johnny seemed to get on better with Sam than he did with her.


Their father had died when she had been twelve, wasted away with cancer. The family had found a savings account book, written over in his shaky scrawl: ‘Fei-Li’s education fund’. In it had been ten thousand ringgit, money that might have given him a few months’ more treatment. Ever since she had been four, he had said. ‘You’re going to Oxford University, the best in the world!’ He had risen no higher than senior accounts clerk in the local authority in all his working life, her mother supplementing the family income by working as a teacher. He had always talked of his children as their hope for the future, of Fei-Li as the one who would make it for all of them.


She had won a scholarship to Oxford but the award had only covered the fees. Her father’s savings had helped but after conversion into sterling had not been enough. Her family had had to meet her living expenses. Johnny had left school at sixteen to work in the construction business so she could take up her place. Her mother had tutored Maths privately after school and at weekends. Even her two younger sisters had worked at Saturday jobs to bring in extra cash.


‘I’m no good at books,’ Johnny had said to Fei at the airport. ‘It was easy for me to go and work. Don’t cry. You are meant for something better-lah. You can have the good life for all of us.’


And when she had had to put in capital for her share in the partnership of Ming, Siap & Qwong, her mother had mortgaged the family home and Johnny had taken out loans to cover the amount.


They had made her father’s hope a reality and it was an obligation that still bound her to them. She had repaid each of them in money many times over by now. Had set Johnny up in his own construction business; seen her sisters through university; given her mother a huge allowance; paid off their mortgages; still gave them money at every opportunity. But it seemed to her that she would always carry the debt. She owed it to her father and to her family never to fail them.


After four years of living with Sam, going on holidays with Sam, visiting her family with Sam, doing everything together with Sam, Fei realised that her family knew the real nature of her relationship with her ‘friend’. In their own way, they let her know their feelings about Sam – making her welcome in their home, always including her in everything they did with Fei, treating her in all but name as Fei’s partner. But they never spoke of it and Fei did not force the issue. Words did not always tell the truth, she told herself, so what was the need for them to hold down what was already known?


Among this group of friends lounging round the steps, she felt at ease. These men and women were all in their thirties, with careers and their own businesses, too involved in the buzz of life to make judgements on others’ personal preferences. There was a vigour and an air of enjoyment about them that was generous and all-encompassing. There were Chinese, Malays and Indians among them, all speaking the common language of thirty-somethings: the difficulties of juggling work with personal lives.


But Fei remembered in spite of herself that beyond this cosy night there was a reality that was darker. To most Asians, homosexuality was a disease and, when manifested in men, a sign of criminal insanity. It was a social evil more shameful than paedophilia and a corruption thought to threaten the equilibrium of society. Fei knew of lesbians who had lost their jobs when outed – maliciously by a colleague, or inadvertently overheard on the phone to a lover or seen kissing at a private party. Men had been imprisoned for their private sexual conduct. Across Asia, there were stories of harassment and abuse, assaults and death threats. One woman had been raped by her boyfriend when she had tried to end the relationship because of her feelings for another woman. He had never been charged. A lesbian couple had been dragged through the courts in a rural part of the region on a succession of trumped-up charges, their intimate conduct gone over again and again in minute detail. A father had beaten his son to death rather than live with the shame of the boy’s sexuality.


Fei and Sam had lived together in London, openly a couple to friends and colleagues. Now, they had to choose their close friends with care, ferreting out the underground homosexual community with painstaking discretion. A password, changed every month, let them into private gatherings where women could dance with women and men could touch other men. But these were not always safe. Word would get out, rumour circulate and the authorities sometimes acted on a tip-off.


Fei remembered a raid in the back functions room of a club. Even now, two years on, she felt sick with fear thinking about it.


A bell had gone off over the music, a warning from the front desk. There had been a scramble, lawyers, accountants and other professionals all jostling in the confined space. At first she stood frozen in Sam’s arms, both of them not knowing what was happening. The room did not empty, there was no time. Suddenly a gay man, an Indian doctor, grabbed her. She just had time to see his partner, a Chinese architect, pull Sam in front of him as the police burst through the door.


And there they were, men dancing with women, shuffling from foot to foot to the blasting music. The regulars looked up in a semblance of surprise, their safety riding on the fragile roles they played. Fei did not glance at Sam, the blood ringing in her ears, her mouth parched. She could hardly breathe. Someone turned off the music and in the terrible silence the police officers stalked the room, staring into each face as if to find the mark of their evil. A small man glared at Fei, lips thin, eyes filled with cold loathing. She held his gaze, terror churning in her gut.


There was no evidence of criminal behaviour and the police grudgingly left.


As the music blared again, Fei had vomited in a toilet at the back of the club.


‘Hey, Anita!’ Sam now saw Fei’s youngest sister at the buffet table. She waved her over before Fei could stop her. Mrs Qwong had been nagging Fei to speak to Anita for weeks. ‘Nothing is good enough for her now she got that new boyfriend,’ Fei’s mother had wailed. ‘She look down on me, she tell us we live our life all wrong. She always talking back, so rude to me, her own mother. If your father was still alive, he wouldn’t let her get away with such things. Talk to her-lah, Fei.’


Fei was tired of being the heavy in the family. She had been avoiding Anita all evening. Besides, she knew that if she got involved, it would only make her sister worse. They had never talked about it but Fei knew that Anita, of all her family, found her relationship with Sam distasteful.


But Sam seemed determined to make friends with her sister in spite of Anita’s obvious antipathy.


Reluctantly, Anita joined their group around the steps with her boyfriend Jackson. He was a gawky young man with a kwai chai haircut – that unimaginative forties schoolboy style favoured by ‘good boys’ in their mid-twenties. As he sat on the grass, slipping a napkin under him, an icon on his collar flashed in the spotlight. The AVA logo.


Johnny’s friend, Yeow, was talking about starting a family with his wife Sally. ‘It’s going to be tough-lah, with both of us working. We can’t depend on our folks, they all getting old. And baby amahs are expensive nowadays …’


‘You got to be careful if you get these import maids,’ Jackson cut in. ‘From Philippines or Indonesia? You make sure the contract says they don’t leave the house.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You mustn’t let them leave the house by themselves. Don’t give them the day off.’ There was an urgency in Jackson’s voice.


Yeow said, ‘Once a week on Sundays is the normal thing, isn’t it?’


‘Not with these ones. Ask the agencies to make sure. You let the maids go out and they fall into bad company – get pregnant, get into drugs. They bring home their bad-hat boyfriends into your house when you’re not there. Your kids will suffer, you will suffer. It’s better not to risk it, man.’


The group stared at him in stunned silence. Fei could not believe what she had just heard. Someone coughed. In London, there would have been a chorus of voices taking issue but here, Fei knew, no one wanted to be rude. She glanced tensely at Sam. Johnny tried to change the subject.


Anita came to Jackson’s defence. ‘You would only be protecting her for her own good, isn’t it?’


Sam said, ‘You can’t just lock someone up like that. Especially if they haven’t done anything wrong. These women are human beings, too.’


Jackson turned to her as if she were a child. ‘Of course, you would say that as a white. You don’t understand Asian ways. We want a safe and clean environment for our children. If these people want to come and work here, they have to behave properly.’


‘But domestic servants have a right to their own liberty. They’re not your slaves!’


Jackson clucked like an old man. ‘It’s in their contracts. They agree to it so they do have a choice. We’re not fascists, you know.’


Sam’s voice was rising in outrage. ‘But the balance of bargaining power is such that they have no real choice. Their own financial situation … unemployment in Indonesia …’ She turned to Fei, eyes blazing. ‘Will you explain the whole “unfair contracts” thing?’


Anita was glaring at Sam and Fei, her lips hard with fury and panic. Fei felt the hatred gore into her. Ever since Jackson, Anita’s coolness to her and Sam had been fuelled into active dislike. It struck Fei now that Jackson had not picked up on her relationship with Sam in all this time. Anita would probably never tell him and nor would the rest of the family. Fei stared at her sister and saw the pleading behind her eyes. She did not want to be tainted with Fei’s corruption in Jackson’s view. The realisation crawled up Fei’s spine. If Jackson knew about Fei, he would dump Anita – and probably do everything in his power to ruin them all.


She said brightly, ‘Anyone want some more curry?’


Sam’s face froze. A mask of cold anger shut Fei out. She turned away.


Jackson’s lips curled in triumph. He said. ‘We Asians try to prevent evil, we don’t invite it into our homes as you Westerners like to do.’


‘What right have you to control another person by force, however you rationalise it? Such arrogance is what real evil is!’ Sam cried.


Jackson shrugged and looked around as if to say: What a mad woman. Anita stood up and grabbed his hand. As she led him away, she beamed at him. ‘Come and meet some other people …’


Behind his back, she threw a glare of loathing at Fei.


N-Sat was the first channel to broadcast the item in its primetime evening news: an attempted assassination attempt at the Wyndham Centre inauguration ceremony during what was thought to have been a staged diversion. The newsreader said, ‘An American purporting to be a journalist distracted security guards while an unidentified gunman hid in the woods outside the Centre.’ A blurred photograph of Carson Dean printed from the Centre’s security cameras at the main gate flashed up.


‘Tight security around the Centre thwarted the gunman. He was pursued from the scene by guards. The chase was captured by security cameras.’ Footage of a man running through the trees flashed up, time and date counters running in the corner. The viewpoints changed as each new camera picked him up. His face was darkened and unclear. There were few distinguishing features on his black outfit. He was carrying what looked like a rifle. ‘The gunman remains at large and is believed to be very dangerous. If they sight him, members of the public are advised not to approach him but to call the police immediately.’


An AVA spokesman was interviewed. ‘It is highly likely that the target was Mr Siew Kei-Win, our President. There have been a number of death threats against him. We believe that the gunman is part of or hired by anti-Asian elements. The Wyndham Centre is a flagship of Asian achievement. The choice of time and place for this attempt was not accidental. These anti-Asian elements want to see the downfall of not just the Alliance but all Asian successes.’


A relaxed Siew spoke confidently on camera. ‘I am only one member of the AVA. If I’m no longer here, there are thousands more who will step into my place. We stand for Asian Values, and Asian Values are what make our societies healthy, strong and ordered. Our enemies are those who want to destroy Asian Values because they are trying to destroy our societies.’


Cut to a security expert who had analysed the film. ‘We see him first when he triggers the off-fence camera – here. He’s moving in classic style for covert action in this terrain. Then he’s running – fast, assured, tactical. Obviously in peak physical condition.’ The expert declared that the intruder was probably a member of the army or security forces.


Sam and Fei were watching the news at home in Fei’s condo. They had been tense with each other for a few days, ever since the argument with Jackson. Sam had accused Fei of never standing up for her principles. Fei had accused Sam of fighting battles for the sake of it. You can never win against people like that so why waste your energy? Sam had refused to speak to her after that.


They had negotiated a truce of sorts, more from having to live together than any conscious effort. They were managing civilities this evening. It was a kind of progress. Shocked by the news bulletin, Sam made to take Fei’s hand. ‘This happened while you were there?’


She sat forward out of Sam’s reach, her eyes on the set. ‘My God, that was what called Siew away.’


Sam moved so that she could put a hand on Fei’s back. Concern and relief made her want to touch Fei. For the first time in a while, she felt the simplicity of her true feelings. Faced with the knowledge that Fei might have been in danger, everything else seemed burned away. Only the steadfast reality remained. She loved Fei and wanted her safe, did not know what she would do if anything happened to her. Nothing else seemed real – not the arguments and frustrations and silences, not the difficulties and half-expressed emotions, not the long tiring struggle of the last year. Maybe they could forget all that and start again, in the next moment embrace each other as they used to, and then somehow start talking as they once knew how to do.


But Fei stood up suddenly and went to the phone. Sam’s hand fell to the cushions. She stared after Fei, hurt and confusion stirred up again. Why hadn’t she turned round? Acknowledged Sam. Seen her concern. Who was she calling? Who so preoccupied her mind at this crucial moment?


Fei’s voice was soft and intimate when her call was answered. She had her back to Sam. ‘Are you all right? – Yes, I saw the item – I can’t quite believe it – do you know who – no, not yet, huh? – I just wanted to check that you were all right.’


Pain gripped Sam. Seemed to squeeze the life from her. There was someone else. Had been for – how long now? How had she not known it? Fei telling her that Ginny Wyndham had wanted her at the Centre the day before the ceremony, to stay the night. Fei always meeting Ginny for a meal or for drinks, talking on the phone for ages like the best of friends. Best of friends … As Sam and Fei were supposed to be ‘best of friends’. She might have laughed had she not felt so sick.
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