


[image: 001]





Shamini Flint lives in Singapore with her husband and two children. She began her career in law in Malaysia and also worked at an international law firm in Singapore. She travelled extensively around Asia for her work, before resigning to be a stay-at-home mum, writer, part-time lecturer and environmental activist.

Shamini also writes children’s books with cultural and environmental themes, including Ten and The Seeds of Time, as well as the Sasha series of children’s books.

 



Visit Shamini’s website at www.shaminiflint.com





Also by Shamini Flint

Inspector Singh Investigates:
 A Most Peculiar Malaysian Murder

 



Inspector Singh Investigates:
 A Bali Conspiracy Most Foul




 
 
 

 
Inspector Singh Investigates: The Singapore School of Villainy

 

 
SHAMINI FLINT

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010

 
Copyright © 2010 by Shamini Flint

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other than
 those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious
 and any resemblance to real persons,
 living or dead, is purely coincidental.


 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book
 is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1505 1

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 



 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




For my mother




 Acknowledgements

For their ongoing support: Usha Cheryan, Dominique and
 John Richards, Matthew and Penny Burgess, Richard and
 Carol Barker and Sue and Roger Barbour.




‘Whoever commits murder shall be punished with death.’
 Section 302, Singapore Penal Code, Chapter 224





‘No man is an island, entire of itself . . .
 any man’s death diminishes me,
 because I am involved in mankind;
 and therefore never send to know
 for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.’


 



John Donne





 One

Inspector Singh sipped his coffee. It was instant, sweet and milky, just the way he liked it. Singh was not one for those fancy coffee machines that steamed milk, ground beans and sounded like mini-construction sites. He preferred a kettle and a teaspoon. Not that he made his own coffee in the morning. That was a task for Mrs Singh. She always had his breakfast, usually chappatis with dahl, a spicy lentil curry for which he had a strong partiality, and the accompanying hot drink, on the dining table by the time he had successfully completed his morning routine. This began with an aggressive teeth cleaning with a fraying toothbrush, was punctuated by the swapping of singlet and checked, faded sarong for a long-sleeved white shirt and dark pants and culminated in tying a turban around his large head. This last was not a task that could be done casually or without the full use of a mirror for fear of the point being off-centre, the turban lacking balance and symmetry or the whole thing looking like an enormous beehive.

Singh lumbered to the dining table and sat down  expectantly. His wife carried a fresh tray of food in from the kitchen. Mrs Singh’s air of domestic subservience masked the iron will of the woman he had married by walking five times around the Sikh holy book in the gurdwara  on Wilkie Road. He had seen her for the first time on their wedding day. As she was brought to him, doe-eyed and downcast, his uppermost feeling had been one of relief that she was not burdened with a wooden leg or squint. After all these years, he sometimes felt that his gratitude was limited to the same things - that and her cooking, of course. The smell of warm ghee, as the chappatis were flipped on the skillet, was making his salivary glands ooze.

He turned his attention to breakfast. Singh ate with his fingers - tearing off pieces of chappati, dipping them in the bowl of dahl and shovelling them into his mouth. He scanned the newspapers, seeking any snippets of news amongst the advertisements for slimming products and cheap flights and grunted when his wife addressed any remarks to him.

‘I was right,’ she said.

The continuation of a conversation that had been going on for several days was a key feature of their marriage. Mrs Singh would relate one of several overlapping tales, involving the scandalous doings of one of their relations, and continue it over a series of encounters with him - at breakfast, as he dressed for work and when he came home in the evenings. The inspector typically listened with half an ear, confused all the separate strands and responded only if he felt the vitriol was too unpleasant to pass without some mild reproof.

She said again, more smugly this time, ‘I was right.’ And then continued darkly, ‘I told you what would happen.’

Another element of these stories was the regular vindication of her views by unfolding events. Inspector Singh nodded a general agreement. He did not know nor care what  she was talking about but prudence dictated that he agree with her diktat. He chewed on his food with small tobacco-stained teeth - pleased that the food was sufficiently spicy to tickle taste buds that had lost their sensitivity after years of chain-smoking.

‘They let him go to America. To New York,’ she added doubtfully, unsure whether her information as to location was accurate. ‘None of our people are there. Now he has married an American girl.’ She continued, triumphant at the climax of her story, ‘He didn’t even need a green card. He had one already!’

Singh mumbled an acknowledgement.

He pulled himself to his feet, using the edge of the dining table for support. He wished that Mrs Singh did not find it necessary to cover the lace table cloth with a clear plastic sheet. No doubt it kept the cloth clean. He was a messy eater and there was always a splattering of curry on the table when he was done. But the sheet was sticky and he found the gummy sensation when he removed his elbows disproportionately unpleasant. It reminded him of the clammy hands of the dead.

Singh washed his fingers, took his mug to the easy rattan chair and collapsed into it. A gaggle of mynah birds with glowing orange beaks screeched and quarrelled in the garden, fighting over some hapless worm. They reminded him of his sisters-in-law. He sniffed the air. A whiff of a ripening cempedak from a tree in their well-tended garden tickled his nostrils. He hoped his wife would deep fry the pulpy yellow fruit in batter for his tea. The policeman leaned over, gasping for air like a fish on land as his belly and lungs compressed, and pulled on his socks and shoes. The shoes were spotless white sneakers, the laces of which he tied in a careful double knot. It was one of the many things that  annoyed his superiors about Singh - his refusal to wear a sensible pair of black shoes to work every day. He remembered the last time Superintendent Chen had suggested his footwear was not in keeping with the dignity of the force.

‘They’re comfortable,’ he had explained. ‘And it means I can chase down the bad guys.’

His boss had looked down at the short fat man, puffing slightly from the physical effort of standing upright and speaking at the same time, turned smartly on the heels of his own Italian black leather pumps and marched away.

Mrs Singh spoke again. Her voice was high and sharp. Singh thought she sounded like the vocal embodiment of a murder weapon. ‘I hope you haven’t forgotten that Jagdesh is coming for dinner tonight.’

Inspector Singh had not only forgotten that Jagdesh was coming for dinner but also who Jagdesh was. He said, buying time, ‘Of course not!’

His wife was not fooled. Her arms were folded in a bright pink batik caftan so that only scrawny, dry-skinned elbows were visible. ‘You don’t remember, isn’t it?’

Singh was the sort of policeman who always urged suspects to take the easy way out and confess to their crimes. He realised now, facing aggressive questioning from his wife, that it was terribly bad advice. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Jagdesh again,’ he said unconvincingly, feeling in a pocket for his cigarette packet.

‘You haven’t met him before.’

He should stay at home and cook and clean and send his wife to work, concluded the inspector. She was far too good at cross-examining witnesses. He sipped his coffee and made a face. He had left it too long and it was lukewarm.

‘OK,’ he confessed. ‘Who is Jagdesh and why is he coming for dinner?’

‘My cousin’s nephew from India - I told you about him!’

Singh had given up subterfuge. He glared at his wife and shrugged fleshy shoulders to indicate his complete failure to recall the conversation.

‘They’re worried about him.’

‘Who are?’

‘His parents - he’s already thirty-something and not yet married, can you believe it? They think he might find a  Chinese girl in Singapore.’

‘Are we to prevent him doing so?’ asked Singh mildly. ‘Perhaps we should lock him in the spare room when he arrives.’

For a moment, he was concerned that his wife had taken him seriously. Her expression was thoughtful. Her thick black eyebrows formed a straight line. He realised that she had, as was her habit, disregarded his sarcastic soundtrack to her thought processes. She was still wrestling with the knotty problem of an unmarried thirty-year-old.

‘What’s he doing in Singapore anyway?’ asked Singh, feeling even more irritable.

‘He has a job at a big law firm - he’s very successful, very rich. And still no wife!’

‘Lucky bastard,’ muttered Singh under his breath.

This time he was not fortunate enough to be ignored. ‘You’re always so unhelpful. The boy is coming for dinner. I’m going to introduce him to all the nice Sikh girls in Singapore.’

‘Are they coming for dinner too?’

Her eyes were like car high-beams. ‘I’m sure that would make you very happy!’

Singh thought this was an unfair accusation. He was not the best of husbands by any stretch of the imagination. But, as a general rule, he did refrain from making a fool of himself  over pretty young things. In his line of work, he had seen too many corpses that were the products of relationships gone awry. He didn’t want any of his wretched colleagues investigating his death at the hands of some angry boyfriend or husband. Singh reached for the cigarette perched on an ashtray and dragged himself to his feet. He would need a portable crane soon if he didn’t lose some weight. The policeman caught a glimpse of his round belly in the tinted glass sliding front door. He had to admit that his loyalty to his wife was probably not entirely a matter of choice. Inspector Singh sucked in a deep lungful of tobacco-laden smoke and headed for the front door.

‘Always you’re smoking - I don’t know where to hide my face!’

His wife and his doctor were of one mind when it came to his cigarette habit, thought Singh ruefully. But their motivations were completely different. He gave his doctor credit - he nagged like an old woman but he probably had Singh’s best interests at heart. His wife on the other hand was just embarrassed that he was breaching one of the fundamental tenets of Sikhism - that tobacco was off limits.

His wife said warningly, ‘Make sure you come home for dinner.’

 



Later that evening, a plane descended to a thousand metres above sea level. It flew in low over a sea that was as smooth as a plate of glass. Beautifully detailed miniature ships were dotted on its surface. The coastline was littered with high-rise office towers and homogeneous apartment blocks. Annie Nathan had her eyes fixed on the Asian Wall Street Journal.

There was the sudden clatter of the undercarriage descending. A few minutes later the plane touched down at  Changi Airport. Annie disembarked and hurried towards the arrival hall, ignoring the headache-inducing blend of fluorescent lights, patterned carpets and busy shop windows. She paid no attention to the mass of humanity corralled into waiting areas, watching television screens with slack mouths. She flashed her green card at the indifferent immigration officer, a middle-aged Malay woman with tired eyes, and walked to the limousine taxi rank, bypassing baggage reclaim. Climbing into a black Chrysler with ostentatious front grilles, Annie sighed with relief. She was pleased to be back in Singapore - it had been a long working day in Kuala Lumpur.

The taxi swung out onto the Pan Island Expressway and then the East Coast Parkway - a six-lane elevated highway running parallel to the coast. The concrete super-structure was draped in moss-green creepers. Turquoise waters dotted with ships - tankers, cruise ships, yachts - spread out to the left. A couple of grey warships, gun turrets and antennae protruding, looked like silver pincushions. A thin strip of muddy brown, a sliver of the Indonesian archipelago, formed part of the horizon. In the middle distance, the city of Singapore gleamed and twinkled as the setting sun reflected off the glassy skyscrapers. She could see the rows and rows of cranes at Singapore’s massive port facilities, looking like long-necked metal birds peering anxiously out to sea. The same cranes and the enormous ferris wheel, the Singapore Flyer, were visible from her office windows on the sixty-eighth floor of Republic Tower.

Singapore’s cityscape never failed to awaken Annie’s most ambitious spirit. She enjoyed the brief sensation that she, a junior partner at the international law firm of Hutchinson & Rice, was a small but necessary cog in a massive capitalist wheel. She suppressed a quick smirk. Such thoughts were  singularly out of fashion in an era of bank bailouts and erratic stock markets. Greed was no longer good but - truth be silently confessed in the back seat of a luxury limousine - it hadn’t done her any harm.

 



Across town, Mark Thompson, senior partner at the firm of Hutchinson & Rice, sat in silence and in semi-darkness. Only his desktop monitor cast a pale blue light, throwing his angular face into sharp relief and darkening his hazel eyes. His curly mass of prematurely white hair receded from a high forehead and curled around his ears. A shaggy moustache, still a youthful brown, encroached on his upper lip like an untrimmed hedge. Australian by birth and Singaporean by residence, he looked like the popular image of a successful attorney in the American South. He would have appeared natural in cream linen and a bow tie, holding forth under whirring ceiling fans to a sweaty, overweight jury of his inferiors. Instead, he wore a dark suit and a heavily embroidered cream silk necktie. His hand reached for the telephone and hesitated. He pulled open the bottom drawer of his desk and took out a silver hip flask. A long swig settled his nerves. Mark Thompson squared his shoulders, bracing himself for the ordeal ahead. He picked up the telephone.




 Two

Annie walked up her driveway through a green tunnel, the branches of the trees entwined overhead. The white walls of her single-storey bungalow glowed pink, reflecting the dying embers of the sun. A single oriole, its yellow plumage looking like a sliver of sunlight, followed a crazy elliptical flight path across her garden. There was a warm moist smell in the air, the scent of freshly cut grass, mingled with frangipani blossoms and impending rain. Her gardener from India had been dismayed to find that she had a frangipani tree, covered in glossy ivory five-petalled flowers, in the garden. ‘A ver-ry bad tree, tangachee. Only for graveyards.’ Annie had no patience with what she considered superstitious nonsense. She was more impressed that the gardener had spotted her South Indian paternal roots and addressed her as “little sister” in Tamil.

She kicked off her shoes and headed barefoot for the kitchen, sauntering through the living and dining rooms that were crowded with seasoned wood furniture. She could smell the musky, spicy odour of old teak - an aroma as invigorating  as fresh coffee. The kitchen was bright, modern and filled with the latest gadgetry. Annie was unable to cook and unwilling to clean, but her kitchen was a shrine to the latest in expensive kitchen technology. She mixed herself a stiff gin and tonic, took the drink out to the veranda and collapsed into the solitary cushioned easy chair.

The strident note of a telephone penetrated her doze. She fished her mobile out of her bag, flipped it open reluctantly and held it to an unadorned ear.

‘Hello.’

A gruff voice said, ‘Annie, is that you?’

Her reply, ‘Yes, Pa,’ was drowned out by a paroxysm of coughing. Her father had been a three-packet-a-day man for forty years and there were moments when he was too hoarse to speak. But he would still light up.

‘Pa, can you hear me? How are you?’

‘Good, good. How about you?’

‘Fine - tough day at work.’

‘You work too hard. When are they going to make you a partner?’

‘They did. Six months ago. I called and told you.’

‘Well done!’

She waited for the inevitable.

‘Annie, I need a small favour.’

‘I’m not giving you any more money.’

‘I just need a few thousand. You know I hate to ask!’

‘Hate to ask? Since when?’

‘I’ll pay you back. This is my big chance.’ Her father sounded husky with nervous expectation. He continued, his voice hesitant, ‘Or we could use some of the other money?’

Annie was adamant. ‘Absolutely not!’

She couldn’t believe he had even suggested such a thing. Her grip on the phone was so tight that her palm was moist  with sweat. How could her father do it? Come to her time and again for money. Always convinced it was for the last time. His eternal optimism was too hard for her to fathom. She sighed. She was tired. Her back ached. She gave in.

‘How much do you need?’

‘Fourteen thousand . . .’

‘I’ll send it tomorrow.’

‘Thank you. I’ll pay you back this time, I promise.’

Annie snapped the phone shut. Her father did not call back. She had not expected him to - he had what he wanted. She settled back in the easy chair, trying to rediscover the state of blissful peace that had been so rudely interrupted. It was impossible. Memories of her father washed over her; him wagering the family income on his latest big idea; her mother begging him to stop - to think of his daughter; the bailiffs at the door to repossess their furniture, the car - they had even taken her mother’s wedding ring once. She, Annie, had learnt to value money - to earn it and hoard it - but her father was still a gambler, thirty years on. She tried to calm down, to remember that she was a successful woman who had fought for and won her financial independence, but it was difficult. Every time she had a conversation with her father, her childhood insecurities resurfaced and she felt again like a small child cowering from the bailiffs behind her mother’s long skirts.

Her mobile rang again and she groaned at the phone number flashing on the screen. It was the office. She remembered her conviction in the taxi that this high-flying corporate lifestyle suited her down to the ground - she was not so sure any more. She earned money only to hand it to her father like sweets to a spoilt child. And now someone was looking for her late on a Friday evening. She was really not in the mood for some imaginary crisis from a client who  thought her charge-out rates meant that she was part-lawyer and part-nanny. Annie picked up the phone.

‘Yes?’ she said curtly.

‘Annie, is that you?’

This time her groan was heartfelt but silent.

‘Yes, it is.’ She injected a measure of politeness into her voice. Mark Thompson was her boss, after all.

‘Are you back in Singapore?’ he asked.

‘Just got in,’ she replied, and then mentally kicked herself for wasting a gilt-edged opportunity to pretend she was out of town.

‘Come into the office for a meeting at half past eight,’ Mark continued, unconscious of her reluctance or ignoring it.

‘What’s it about, Mark?’

There was no answer. He had hung up.

Annie stared at her phone. Mark, for all his faults, was unfailingly polite. Something must have annoyed or upset him considerably. She really hoped it had nothing to do with her. She wondered whether to call him back - her hand hovered uncertainly over the dial.

 



Inspector Singh glanced covertly at his watch, the leather strap of which was embedded uncomfortably into his plump wrist. It did not keep time particularly well but it was sufficiently accurate for him to be quite certain that he was toast as far as his wife was concerned. It was late evening already. She had been adamant that he be on time to play Cupid to this unfortunate young man that she had invited for dinner at the behest of his interfering relations.

‘Are you listening to me?’

Singh glanced up, straightened his back - realised that this was a mistake as it only drew attention to his beer gut -  and slumped back down. He said, ‘Of course, sir,’ hoping he hadn’t missed anything important. It was unlikely. This was his monthly “you’re a disgrace to the Force” lecture - it was just unlucky that his superintendent had found a spare moment when he, Singh, had a dinner engagement.

‘You’re a disgrace to the Force,’ shouted his superior. His face, ordinarily the smooth calm mask of a career politician, was mottled with anger.

‘Yessir!’ said Singh, who knew the routine.

The fact of the matter was that they couldn’t get rid of him because of his success rate. Even in Singapore, where there was limited accountability for those at the high end of the food chain, there would be questions asked. The press, cowed as they were, liked him. He was splash of colour that was visible even in newsprint. He would have to screw up big time to give the Force an excuse to sack him. Being overweight, wearing white sneakers, smelling faintly of curry, beer and old-fashioned cologne - Old Spice in the bottle with the sailing ship - just wasn’t enough.

He said again, ‘Yessir,’ in case he had merely imagined the response rather than uttered it. He was finding that, as he grew older, the thought was not so much the father of the deed as in lieu of it.

‘Look at you!’

Singh refrained from pointing out that this was not possible without a mirror. Besides, the parts that offended his superiors - the excess weight, the white sneakers and the outline of a packet of cigarettes in his pocket - were visible to him.

‘I’d put you back in uniform - but we couldn’t find one to fit you!’

Singh bit off a smile. This was a new line and actually quite a good one. The old man had probably thought of it in  the shower. That would explain why he had been called in this particular evening. He knew Superintendent Chen all too well. His boss wouldn’t want to waste such a pithy insult.

 



Music played quietly in the background, the soundtrack from Shah Rukh Khan’s latest movie. A platter of vegetable samosas, smelling faintly of cardamom and cloves, sat on the front table. Mrs Singh intended them as a starter to whet the young man’s appetite. She wandered into the kitchen and sniffed at the dishes she had painstakingly cooked for dinner that evening. She was quite sure that Jagdesh Singh, a young man far from his home in Delhi, would be missing his mother’s cooking. A feast of curries and chutneys was hidden under food covers, ready to be served when Jagdesh arrived. She was convinced that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. If she reminded him of the importance of good authentic home cooking, he was bound to see the value of a pretty Sikh girl. Certainly, he was that much less likely to hook up with some slip of a Chinese thing who would stuff him with greasy fried noodles every evening from the nearest hawker stall.

It was eight in the evening and her husband had not put in an appearance yet. At this rate, he would arrive after her guest - the height of bad manners. She would not put it past him to be intentionally tardy just because she had specifically asked him to turn up on time. He had a peculiar sense of humour and a complete disdain for the family and community obligations she took so seriously.

Besides, he seemed to think that the entire police force would collapse without his efforts - or at the very least that half a dozen murderers would elude justice for every hour he was not at work. She shuddered. When she had married Singh, he had been a junior policeman with a bright future.  He had been smart, fit and ambitious. She had imagined him as the commissioner of police, attending functions at the  Istana, the palace residence of the President - wife by his side, of course. Instead, Singh had been assigned to his first murder case and never looked back. He had abandoned his bright future to devote his life to the business of hunting down killers. It was all so sordid. People didn’t get killed without good reason. She, Mrs Singh, didn’t condone murder, of course. But there was no doubt in her mind that the victims were at least partly to blame. One just didn’t see that sort of excessive behaviour in good families. As far as she was aware, there had never been a murder in the Sikh community in Singapore - unless you counted that time when Balwant Singh reversed over his wife in their driveway. But he had been eighty and as blind as a bat. She had to assume that he hadn’t meant to do it.

She gripped the table edge with work-roughened knuckles. She could not understand her husband’s fascination for death. It was very peculiar, and quite unhealthy. It meant that he fraternised with some very odd people and his chances of progress within the force had been hamstrung. Murder was not a path to promotion, that much had been evident as her husband slowly crawled his way to the rank of inspector.

She thought of this young unmarried man, Jagdesh Singh, who was coming for dinner: young, handsome - if his probably prejudiced mother was to be believed - with a lucrative career. She devoutly hoped that he would not disappoint the Sikh wife she would eventually find for him.

The phone rang, its shrill tone penetrating her melancholy contemplation of the untouched dinner spread, and she answered it with a curt “hello”.

‘Aunty, I’m very sorry but something has come up at work. I can’t make it tonight.’

‘Who is this?’ She knew full well but the young man was being presumptuous.

‘It’s me, Jagdesh - Jagdesh Singh. I was supposed to come for dinner but now I’ve been called back to the office.’

She liked his voice. It was rich and deep with the lilting cadences of a North Indian - so much more pleasing to her ears than the rolling “r”s of the South Indian. She liked that he called her “Aunty”. She wasn’t his aunt, of course. They were distant relatives by marriage. But she couldn’t stand these modern manners where men and women young enough to be her children addressed her by her first name. It was so rude - it felt like a slap in the face every single time.

She said, ‘OK. Another time then.’

‘Thank you, Aunty. I’m really sorry.’

Mrs Singh replaced the receiver. There was no need for further chit-chat. She didn’t like spending time on the phone unless it was to gossip to one of her three sisters about the shortcomings of her husband.

Mrs Singh spooned some long-grained basmati rice onto a plate. She added tiny helpings of each dish - there was a reason she was stick thin - but she did want to sample her cooking and make certain she hadn’t lost the skill for which she was justly famed. She sat down at the table and, unfazed by the plastic table cloth that so bothered her husband, tucked in.

 



Quentin Holbrooke pulled into his reserved parking lot in the brightly-lit basement of Republic Tower in a black four-wheel-drive vehicle. He was a youngish man of medium height, with grey-speckled hair and protuberant pale blue eyes in a thin face. He smelt strongly of expensive men’s aftershave. He noticed his colleague, Annie Nathan, pull into the adjoining lot in her convertible BMW.

‘What are you doing here?’ Annie asked. Quentin hardly ever allowed work to interfere with his Friday night pub-crawls along the old warehouses-turned-trendy-nightspots of Clarke Quay.

‘I got a call from Mark. Do you know what it’s about?’

‘Haven’t the foggiest.’

‘Not my idea of the way to spend a Friday evening!’

Annie nodded her agreement, her bangs escaping a plain black hairclip and falling over her eyes.

He noticed that his colleague looked tired - her eyes were buried deep in dark hollows and her golden skin was sallow. Her hair, usually worn loose and curling past her shoulders, was drawn back in a tight, damp bun. She must have hurried to get to the meeting on time.

They made their way to the lift lobby together. She walked with long, even, mannish strides. He matched her pace but had a curious rolling gait, feet splayed and legs slightly bowed, that seemed more appropriate for a ship deck. In the lobby, Quentin hunted for his swipe card amongst the array of gold and platinum credit cards in his wallet.

‘Damn, can’t find my card. Do you have yours?’ Quentin asked.

Annie rummaged in her handbag and found it. They started up to the sixty-eighth floor. Beating her to the main entrance, Quentin typed in his four-digit personal code and they walked into the reception area. Annie fumbled for the light switches just inside the door and a few discreet lights in the ceiling and a lamp behind the reception desk came on.

The décor in the reception area was designed to suggest both tradition and discretion. Leather-bound law reports lined one wall, although none of the lawyers who worked at the firm consulted them, not in an era of online statutes and  case law. Three Oriental paintings, fine brush strokes depicting songbirds, adorned the opposite wall. The air smelt faintly of lilies. A vase of fresh white flowers, yellow stamens trimmed, stood tall on the receptionist’s table. So late on a Friday evening, the office was silent and deserted. A few rooms had their lights on. It didn’t indicate that anyone was at work. The junior lawyers did not switch off their lights in the evenings. It was a practice developed to suggest to inquisitive partners that work was still being done long after the lawyer had left for the day.

At the end of the corridor was the office of Mark Thompson, Senior Partner. His door was closed.

‘You go ahead,’ said Annie, disappearing into her own office.

Quentin nodded absently and carried on towards Mark’s room. A quick tap on the door was met with silence. He knocked again, this time louder, and received no response. Quentin shrugged and tried the handle. The door opened easily. He poked his head into the room apologetically and said, ‘Mark? Annie and I are here for the meeting.’




 Three

Annie heard Quentin scream for help, the sound muffled by the heavy doors. She stood stock still, the hairs on her arms standing to attention like soldiers on parade, left her office at a run and burst into the room at the far end of the corridor. Quentin was standing by Mark’s desk, his hands cupped firmly around his mouth and his protuberant eyes popping with shock.

Mark was sitting in his chair apparently oblivious to the presence of the two lawyers. His head was resting against the table, his cheek flat against the surface. There was complete silence except for a regular muffled tone. It sounded familiar but she couldn’t pinpoint its origin. As she sidled up to Quentin, Annie realised with a horrid sinking feeling - as if she was in an aeroplane that had just hit a nasty patch of turbulence - that the background noise which had puzzled her was the telephone receiver lying on its side, a few inches away from Mark Thompson’s outstretched hand.

And then she saw what Quentin had seen - a dark rivulet of blood matting Mark’s hair, turning it almost black,  running from a gash on his head down the side of his face. Annie gagged, and swallowed the taste of her early dinner. She could smell the cold rusty iron scent of blood.

Quentin edged forward, every small step betraying his reluctance to approach the body. He gingerly put his hand to Mark’s wrist.

Annie guessed he could not bring himself to feel for a pulse on the neck - it was too close to the blood.

He shook his head at Annie.

Annie was as pale as the corpse. She gulped, ‘Is he dead?’

‘I think so.’ Quentin’s voice cracked, like a boy on the cusp of adolescence. ‘I can’t find a pulse,’ he continued, rubbing his hands on his trousers, unconsciously trying to erase the lingering feel of death.

‘I’ll call an ambulance and the police,’ she said weakly, reaching into her pocket for her mobile phone. She dialled 999, realising as she did so that it was the first time in her life that she had resorted to the emergency services. She explained quickly that they had found a body, ignoring the sceptical tone of the officer.

Quentin was shuffling from foot to foot, unable to stand still in the presence of the dead.

Annie, hanging up at last, noticed how wan he was. ‘Maybe we should wait outside. The police won’t want us in here.’

She left unspoken that it was the last place she wanted to be, closeted in a room with a dead man whose blood dripped from his head to the floor like water from a leaky faucet.

Quentin led the way out with alacrity but having made their escape, inspiration left them and they stood outside the door like undisciplined sentries, watching the minutes tick by on the office wall clock.

‘Good evening, you two. Am I late for the meeting?’ A  cheerful voice that betrayed its Indian origins struck a discordant note. A tall, broad-shouldered man with jet-black hair swept away from a high forehead and soulful brown eyes wandered towards them.

‘What’s going on? You two look like you’ve seen a ghost!’

Quentin winced at his choice of words and, to her embarrassment, hot tears rolled down Annie’s cheeks.

‘What is it?’ Jagdesh sounded worried now. He came towards them and patted Annie awkwardly on the shoulder.

‘Mark’s in there - we think he’s dead,’ Quentin answered.

‘You’re pulling my leg, right? That’s just not funny, chaps!’ Jagdesh’s Delhi accent, more pronounced in times of stress, contrasted oddly with his public school idioms.

He continued, taking in their expressions and Annie’s tears, ‘Heart attack? Just goes to show, doesn’t it?’

What exactly Jagdesh thought it showed was never to become clear. Annie said, her voice high-pitched with anxiety, ‘He’s been murdered!’

The prolonged sound of a buzzer held down by an impatient finger interrupted Jagdesh’s response.

 



At the entrance, Annie and Quentin found a short, rotund Sikh man who flashed a badge at them. The policeman marched in like an irate client who had just received the firm’s bill for services rendered. A number of uniformed policemen trailed in his wake.

Jagdesh had answered a ringing telephone on the way to the door.

‘Who’s this?’ asked the Sikh policeman tersely.

‘One of our colleagues, Jagdesh Singh,’ answered Annie promptly.

Inspector Singh’s brow wrinkled. He said, ‘Mr Singh, do not communicate the situation here to anyone,’ and then, assuming  compliance, he asked Quentin, ‘Where’s the victim?’

The young lawyer silently indicated Mark’s closed door, and the turbaned man, using a handkerchief, pushed the door open and went in.

Jagdesh, who had fallen silent during this exchange, now spoke into the phone again. ‘Ai Leen? I think you’d better come in with Reggie. Come as soon as you can.’ Then, ‘Who’s the towel-head?’ he demanded, hanging up.

Annie thought this was a bit rich coming from Jagdesh. He too was a Sikh like the policeman. He shared the same surname, Singh - which meant “lion” - as the inspector and all other men of Sikh origin. Jagdesh merely eschewed the other overt trappings of Sikhism, like the turban he was ridiculing.

Quentin silently handed over a card.

Jagdesh read it out loud, ‘Inspector Singh, Central Police Division. No wonder they got here so quick - the station’s just down the road. I wonder . . .’

He was not given a chance to finish as the policeman stepped out of Mark’s room. Annie wondered if he had heard Jagdesh mock his headdress; he gave no sign of having done so although he did shoot a glance at the Indian lawyer. His thickset face remained expressionless but his dark eyes were alive with interest. Annie guessed he wasn’t often called in for murders in one of the high-rise offices in Singapore. Murder in Singapore was exceedingly rare. And when it did occur, it tended to be an ill-fated lovers’ quarrel or a foreign maid driven by desperation to kill an abusive employer. However experienced this policeman was, this present situation - a murdered expatriate - would be something new.

She stared at the inspector, unable to hide her curiosity. His turban added at least two inches to his height. It was neatly tied  and a dark colour. A triangle of white formed a contrast just above the middle of his broad forehead. He had a salt-and-pepper moustache and a beard that hedged a wide mouth. A full pink lower lip suggested a pout. A sagging breast pocket on the inspector’s white shirt contained more pens than could reasonably be required of one person, however prolific a writer. The policeman’s dark trousers, worn over rather than under his stomach, were held in place with an old leather belt that was marked with the creases of his slimmer days.

The policeman ignored Annie’s scrutiny, beckoned to his men and issued a few quick instructions. Two of them set off down the corridor and started peering into individual rooms. A third took up position outside Mark’s door.

‘Is there anywhere these men can wait?’ Inspector Singh asked Annie, gesturing at the two men in white. ‘Ambulance personnel. We won’t need them for a while.’

Annie led them to a conference room and, as an afterthought, invited them to sit down. Jagdesh and Quentin trailed after her, unsure of what to do and glad of a temporary purpose.

‘Wait here, all of you.’ Inspector Singh issued commands with the calm certainty of one accustomed to being obeyed.

‘Where are you going now?’ asked Jagdesh as the inspector headed for the door.

‘None of your business,’ was the inspector’s offhand response.

‘What about his family? Should we notify them?’ This time it was Quentin with the question.

‘You haven’t called them yet?’ asked the inspector.

‘No,’ said Annie, wondering why they had not done so. That should have been their first instinct after phoning 999. What had held them back? The reluctance to be the bearers of bad news?

‘We haven’t had time - we were waiting for you,’ Quentin clarified.

It was a plausible explanation, thought Annie, but not accurate. There had been time if they had wished. But individually and collectively, consciously or unconsciously, they had chosen to ignore the immediately bereaved.

Inspector Singh did not cavil at their explanation. He merely inclined his head briefly in agreement. A man of few words apparently. ‘I will see to it. There’s a wife?’

‘And two kids, both in school in England. His address is #15-04, Tanglin Vista Apartments,’ explained Jagdesh and gave him the telephone number from memory. Jagdesh had phenomenal recall that assisted his performance as an outstanding commercial lawyer and was the envy of his less gifted colleagues.

‘She’s his second wife,’ blurted out Annie.

The inspector gave no sign of having heard. He did not inquire further and left the room.

‘Why’d you tell him that?’ asked Jagdesh, frown lines chasing his hairline across a broad forehead.

‘Prepare him for the surprise, I guess.’

The next few hours took on the unreal quality of a waking nightmare for Annie; one of those dreams where the circumstances are too unlikely to be real and there is a measure of subconscious scepticism. But here there was to be no relief upon awakening. Men in white bubble suits wandered up and down the corridor. Blue-uniformed personnel stood around. There were sharp barks of command. Light bulbs flashed as photos were taken. Voices were heard on the telephones. Strips of yellow tape were used to cordon off parts of the office. Annie felt as if she was a bit-part actress in a television crime series.

A turban appeared around the door and a crooked finger  summoned the lawyers. They glanced nervously at each other and traipsed out of the room obediently. As Singh led the way down the corridor, Annie noted again his peculiar shape - pointy head and small feet in white sneakers with a massive girth in between. He looked like a character from a children’s cartoon - one of the Teletubbies. She suppressed a slightly hysterical giggle.

She noted that Jagdesh, his fellow Sikh, towered over the inspector, but it was the shorter man who was the band leader. Jagdesh trailed in his wake like a ten-year-old being led to the headmaster’s office. Quentin might as well have been invisible. His shoulders were hunched and his gaze lowered. His aftershave failed to mask a faint smell of dried sweat.

Singh waved them into chairs and Annie’s two colleagues sat down on either side of her. Her index finger went to her mouth and she chewed on the end vigorously. When it came away, a red droplet of blood oozed out of the tip. Her mind replayed the picture of Mark Thompson lying dead in his office. She gritted her teeth - the nausea was almost overwhelming.

 



Inspector Singh looked at them in turn, his expression enigmatic. At last, he asked, ‘So, any guesses who killed your boss?’

He noted the young female lawyer, Annie Nathan, steal a quick glance at the other two and filed away her reaction.

‘He had no enemies that we were aware of, sir,’ Jagdesh answered calmly. His physical stature gave his words a convincing air of credibility.

‘Business rivalries?’

Quentin spoke up. ‘Sure - we all have those! It was just professional. No one hated Mark. Not enough to kill him.’

Singh eyed the lawyer who spoke with certainty but whose voice was shaking with doubt. What he had said was patently absurd. Mark’s body was a tangible contradiction of Quentin’s insistence that he had no enemies.

Jagdesh said aggressively, ‘If he had any enemies, we certainly didn’t know of them.’

The other two lawyers maintained a determined silence. Singh deduced that this was the unspoken consensus. No one wanted to be the first to break ranks and start naming suspects. They knew full well that any omissions would hinder the policeman in forming an accurate picture of the dead man. But for now they were keeping their secrets.

Jagdesh wondered aloud, ‘Reggie and Ai Leen haven’t turned up. That’s strange - they said they were on their way.’

‘And what about the others?’ asked Quentin. ‘Presumably all the partners were invited to this mysterious meeting.’

‘Some of them are here, in another room,’ was Inspector Singh’s deadpan response.

He was pleased with the widening eyes and sudden inhalation of breath that this remark produced. The lawyers were smart - short of clapping them in irons, he could not have emphasised his authority over them more clearly. He was the policeman. Information was in his gift, to be distributed or withheld at his discretion. And now they knew it.

‘Why are you keeping them away from us?’ asked Quentin, his tone betraying a fear that the murder was going to embroil them in an experience going well beyond the immediate horror of sudden death.

He did not receive a response from the taciturn policeman.

Jagdesh’s well-shaped lips were pursed with displeasure. ‘I don’t understand why you’re hassling us anyway. It must have been some stranger who killed Mark!’

‘That’s your honest opinion - that some stranger killed your boss?’ asked Singh.

Jagdesh and Quentin both nodded immediately. Again, the policeman noted that Annie was not so quick to assert a position. She opened her mouth to protest, then shut it again.

Inspector Singh pounced like an overweight cat on a rubber ball. ‘What do you know?’

She bit her lip.

‘I’m bound to find out - you don’t want me to think that I don’t have your full cooperation.’ His manner was quietly authoritative - more effective than mere insistence.

Singh noted out of the corner of his eye that Quentin’s Adam’s apple was bobbing like a rubber duck in a bath.

The silence grew until it filled the room. Singh had been in the same position many times before. His witnesses were hiding something - within each of the three lawyers an internal debate raged. It was visible in their eyes; each one of them wore a slightly fixed stare, desperately trying to keep their features from hinting at any unpleasant truths.

It was Jagdesh who spoke first, his voice at a higher and more penetrating pitch than normal. The policeman concluded that he had made a conscious decision that Singh was certain to find out whatever it was they were keeping from him - and obfuscation would just reflect badly on all of them. ‘After eight in the evening, the lifts can’t be operated except with a swipe card or by filling in a visitors’ book and being escorted by a security guard to the correct floor.’

‘Who has a card to this floor?’ asked Singh immediately, not slow to see the implications of what he was saying.

‘Only the partners,’ confessed Quentin reluctantly.

The other two looked as if they wished they could contradict him but it was the simple truth.

‘Where is the visitors’ book kept?’ demanded the inspector, ignoring the undercurrents of tension and dismay.

‘In the lobby, with the security guards.’

Singh beckoned a uniformed policeman who scurried off to do the inspector’s bidding. He needed to retrieve the visitors’ book and question the security guards. He looked at the lawyers. He guessed they were all desperately hoping that some suspect would emerge - it would suit them down to the ground if some stranger had left his name and address with security downstairs. Singh shook his great head. The survival instinct was always quick to show itself, he thought, leaving the dead ignored and unmourned when the living felt threatened.

Jagdesh interrupted his train of thought to ask sheepishly, ‘Excuse me, sir - I hope you don’t mind me asking - but I was supposed to have dinner with an Inspector Singh and his wife this evening. My mother arranged it - it wasn’t you by any chance, was it?’

Singh slapped his palm on the table. ‘I knew your name sounded familiar - you’re the thirty-something in need of a wife!’

Jagdesh laughed out loud, exposing large, even white teeth. ‘That’s what my mother believes, sir. I think she’s asked Mrs Singh to introduce me to all the unmarried Sikh girls in Singapore!’

Singh could understand his amusement. If his fellow Sikh, an imposing hulk of a man, with liquid eyes and an attractive, slightly melancholy manner, was unable to find a wife without the help of Mrs Singh, their race would soon be extinct.

Singh groaned suddenly and the trio around the table gazed at him in surprise. ‘I forgot to tell my wife I’d been called out for a case,’ he explained.

There were murmurs of feigned sympathy around the table.

The Sikh policeman said, ‘I’ll need your passports. Bring them into the station by lunchtime tomorrow. The address is on my card.’

There was an audible gasp from Quentin. His eyes were bloodshot and red-rimmed from the tension of the last few hours and he repeatedly blew his nose on a handkerchief. Every few moments he would shut his eyes, in an action somewhere between a blink and a conscious action. It came across as a nervous tic. But what was he nervous about?

Jagdesh was the first to acquiesce. The big Sikh was bearing up well, at least physically, appearing no more bemused and tired than if he had stayed up an extra couple of hours watching television. The whites of his eyes were still as clear as Singh’s starched white shirt. He said, ‘Yessir!’ in a theatrically cooperative tone. Singh wondered whether Jagdesh thought he’d have an easy ride because he was a family acquaintance. If he did, he was in for a disappointment.
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