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Rain Storm
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What we came to think of as the betel nut affair began in the middle of a tropical thunderstorm in December 1936. In Singapore, chewing betel was both a blessing (more stimulating than coffee) and a curse (scarlet spit stains in public areas) but mostly taken for granted.


And Miss Chen Su Lin might be Chief Inspector Le Froy’s secretarial assistant, and cultural liaison at Singapore’s new Detective and Intelligence Unit, but I had spent most of the day mopping floors, like a servant girl or spinster aunt. The Detective Shack, as we called it, was in a modern brick building with two floors, but rain blew in under the doors and around badly fitted windows.


If the rain continued, the afternoon’s high tide would bring more flooding. Chief Inspector Le Froy was shut in his office with his papers, but the rest of the case files had been carried upstairs to the little room where I slept during the week. The zinc roof up there was leaking and they were stacked, with my clothes, on the narrow bed, everything covered with a tarpaulin.


I like the stormy rains of the monsoon season. Once when I was five years old I hid under my grandmother’s bed during a storm and flash flood. The family panicked as swirling waters swept past with fallen trees and dead animals and I was nowhere to be found. Later Ah Ma told me, ‘Thunder is the sound of Lei Gong, the Dragon God of Thunder, punishing bad people. If you have done nothing wrong, you have nothing to be scared of. He punishes only bad people.’


Since then I’ve felt thunderstorms were on my side. And if the rain slashing down ruined the wedding rehearsal up the road at the Farquhar Hotel, I wouldn’t be sorry . . .


I gasped and spilled the slop pail when the door of the Detective Shack crashed open, letting in a sheet of rain and Sergeant Ferdinand de Souza, second in command to Le Froy. He was a huge man, as muscled as a wild boar, and he was covered with what appeared to be blood – a lot of it. Behind him, the slighter figure of Constable Kwok Kan Seng looked no better. Their rain-slicked faces were streaked and smeared, their khaki uniforms soaked in the thick red-brown liquid. I couldn’t tell where or how badly they were injured.


‘Sit!’ I shouted. ‘Don’t move more than you have to. You should have gone straight to the hospital!’ I would go for Dr Shankar or Dr Leask, after I’d examined any open wounds. I hauled the first-aid box from under my desk, knocking over the snowy Christmas tree de Souza had made from brush bristles and Lux soap flakes, and sending the matchboxes he had painstakingly painted and filled with sweets skidding over the wet floor. I cursed my dratted limp as I stumble-ran towards them. Childhood polio had left me with one leg shorter than the other but I can move when I have to.


‘We’re all right, Su Lin. Don’t fuss,’ de Souza growled. He looked furious but didn’t seem to be in pain. He picked up the matchbox crib that had landed by his feet and straightened the tiny ornament with gentle pudgy fingers.


I pushed the miserable Constable Kwok backwards onto a chair and grabbed his hands. His fingernails were a healthy pink under the dirt and his pulse was strong . . . and there was something strange about the texture of the blood on his arms.


‘Who is hurt, then?’ I demanded. ‘How many? Where? At the wedding rehearsal?’


‘Alamak. Nobody, lah.’ Constable Kwok said. He was on the verge of tears.


‘De Souza. Show me your hands.’


I was just the office assistant but de Souza didn’t argue. He held out his enormous hands to me, turning them palm up, then down. His fingers were steady and, apart from the terrible stains on his skin and uniform, he showed no signs of injury.


The pounding in my throat eased slightly. Neither man was hurt.


When I had taken the job at the Detective Shack everyone – Uncle Chen, the ladies at the Mission Centre and my friend Parshanti’s mother – warned me of the dangers of working with men I was neither related nor married to, but these men had accepted me and we had become a team.


‘What happened?’ I demanded, then jumped as the wind snapped a window hook out of the wall and the wooden frame slammed open, letting in a fresh sheet of rain.


De Souza pulled it shut and looped his lanyard around the stub to fasten it. ‘Nothing happened. Don’t say anything. Just forget it. We must get changed before the chief sees.’


Years on the sidelines of my grandmother’s businesses had equipped me to distinguish between what was privately acknowledged and what could be made public. I made the decision. ‘Go to the back and change. Then pass your uniforms to me and I will soak them in salt water.’ That would get the blood out. Or give me a chance to find out what the substance was, if not blood. I sniffed my fingers. The smell was familiar but I couldn’t place it.


We were too late.


‘What happened?’ Chief Inspector Thomas Le Froy came out of his office and saw his men. ‘Su Lin, get Dr Shankar!’


Constable Kwok jumped to his feet, almost knocking over his chair.


‘No, sir!’ I caught and steadied it. ‘Sir, they say they aren’t hurt.’


De Souza said, ‘No, lah. No need doctor! Don’t tell anybody! Aiyoh!’ The door burst open behind him, sending him stumbling forward.


Parshanti Shankar tumbled in, along with a gust of rain pellets. She pushed the door shut and leaned against it, panting, as she struggled to close her wet umbrella. She seemed to be having trouble breathing. I reached for my first-aid box again, concerned, then saw she was laughing.


‘You should have been there, Su!’ Parshanti said to me. ‘It was such a hilarious joke! It was so funny! You can’t be angry, Ferdie.’ This was to Sergeant de Souza. ‘It was just a joke. You all take yourselves too seriously when you’re in uniform. They wanted to get some flash photographs, that’s all. They’re trying out the camera for the wedding. Come on. Be a sport. Kan Seng, you’re all right, aren’t you?’


Constable Kwok didn’t look at her.


‘He’s not hurt,’ I said. ‘That’s not his blood.’


‘Of course it isn’t!’ Parshanti started to laugh again, ‘That’s not blood at all. It’s betel juice!’


‘What happened at the wedding rehearsal?’ Le Froy asked. ‘Are you two all right?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Constable Kwok nodded but kept his head down, biting his lip.


‘De Souza. What happened?’


‘Sir. We were on duty outside the ballroom as directed. Then somebody shouted that the groom was injured so we rushed in. He was lying there with blood all over him. But it wasn’t blood. When I bent down to check his pulse he spat betel juice at me. He had a mouthful. Then all the others joined in, pouring betel juice over us.’


‘They were laughing and saying things about driving out demons and evil spirits,’ Constable Kwok said. ‘My grandma chews betel, but that’s to calm her stomach, nothing to do with evil spirits.’


Parshanti was laughing. ‘Sorry, but it was so funny! It was just a joke – a betel bomb, that’s what they call it. Fashionable people are always playing jokes in the West.’


‘Did they send you to apologize?’ Le Froy asked.


‘No. I just thought—’


‘Off-duty it would be a joke. But we were in uniform,’ de Souza said.


‘Go to your quarters and change,’ Le Froy said, ‘then get back to the rehearsal.’


The men exchanged glances, clearly unwilling.


‘We are providing official surveillance for that rehearsal and the wedding,’ Le Froy reminded them.


‘They only want us there to sabo us,’ Constable Kwok said miserably. ‘There is no risk to anybody.’


‘It’s an assignment.’


Governor McPherson, who was new to the post, had come in person to the Detective Shack last week to request the unit provide security for the Glossop-Covington festivities. Could he have been in on the practical joke?


‘Let me know when you’re ready. I’ll come back with you.’ Le Froy said.


‘No need, sir,’ Constable Kwok said. ‘If they bomb just us, it’s a joke. But if it’s you—’


‘Whether me or you, it’s the khaki,’ Le Froy said, referring to the khaki shirt and shorts of the police uniform. ‘I’ll come back with you when you’re ready. The khaki keeps people safe, whether they appreciate it or not. We will observe from outside the hotel.’


They saluted him, then went to change, looking more like battle-scarred nursery-school teachers than victims. Le Froy nodded coldly to Parshanti and closed his office door.


‘It was just a joke,’ Parshanti said defensively. ‘It was funny. You should have been there!’


I had wanted to be part of the surveillance team, but Le Froy had refused. Had he expected this? Or something worse of Governor McPherson?




Abdications of Responsibility
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Gregory McPherson, Singapore’s new governor, had been in office for almost three months when he had turned up at the Detective Shack.


He was not tall for an ang moh, standing just over five feet eight. His short grey hair and military posture suggested army connections, and his dark brown tan indicated previous postings in India or Africa. A slight pot belly suggested a love of good food. He was said to be a down-to-earth man who didn’t stand on ceremony. I believed that – he’d arrived without an escort other than the driver he’d left outside.


But the governor’s request was unexpected: ‘I want you and your men to make sure the Glossop-Covington wedding on Christmas Eve goes smoothly. The bride-to-be has received threats. Not surprising, given all the mutterings against married American women going after our titled boys. And you and your men should be at the rehearsal too, to get an idea of the situation.’


‘Surely this comes under police jurisdiction rather than the Detective Unit,’ Le Froy said.


The British Empire was still reeling from the king’s abdication and the Detective Unit had been created to defuse unrest before it escalated. If you believed the wireless reports, lawless anarchy was just around the corner.


‘If the former king and Mrs Simpson came to Singapore, the Detective Unit would be responsible for their safety. Here you have an upper-class Englishman with an American wife-to-be. Consider it an exercise.’


My time in Government House had taught me not to trust people just because they were British and in authority. Still, I liked our new governor. I had caught glimpses of his wife in town, flanked by their two young sons. The boys seemed respectful and respectable, which is always a good sign. I learned from helping at the Mission Centre that difficult children often have difficult parents.


‘I’ve heard about you, Le Froy, and I respect you,’ Governor McPherson said, ‘but this is a personal request from the groom, Victor Glossop. I gather from Victor that you and his father, Sir Roderick Glossop, are old friends.’


‘You’re an old friend of Sir Roderick’s yourself, Governor?’


‘Never met the fellow,’ Governor McPherson said genially. ‘Advantage of being out of England so much. I’d rather deal with natives in the colonies than those back home. Young Glossop only came to us because my wife is some distant relation of his mother. And, of course, she took to Mrs Covington’s child. You know how women are.’


‘Child?’


‘The bride’s little boy is here with her.’


Le Froy raised one eyebrow. A sign he was balancing his thoughts. ‘A long voyage out for a child. Where is his father?’


‘Dead.’


‘So there’s no “Mr Simpson” in the picture?’


‘Nothing of the sort. But the lady has received threatening letters. It’s the damned press, linking them to the abdication and upsetting royalists.’


‘The press?’


‘It’s in the Weekend World,’ I said helpfully. Parshanti had been going on about it. According to Pip’s Squeaks, a column in the paper, Victor Glossop had proposed to Mrs Nicole Covington on board the RMS Queen Victoria on the evening of King Edward’s abdication. Victor had gone down on one knee in the dance hall and declared that, like the king, he was in love with his ‘American missus’, whereupon the band had launched into ‘The Way You Look Tonight’ to cheers and applause and calls of ‘Kiss the bride!’


‘So romantic!’ Parshanti had gushed.


I would have preferred a more private proposal myself so I could say, ‘Let me think about it’, then check on the man and his family. And, yes, I know my attitude is one more reason why no one is ever likely to go down on his knee for me.


But I was excited too. This was my big chance. My dream was to be a journalist with stories in international papers like the Saturday Evening Post and the Weekend World. So far, my pieces had been dismissed as well written but ‘not of interest’ to their readers.


Well, Victor Glossop was clearly of interest to their readers. He came from an old English family and was known for wild parties, daring pranks and being seen with the Mitford sisters at Hitler’s Nuremberg rallies. Nicole Covington was a young, rich and beautiful American widow, which meant that, though Mrs Simpson was neither young nor beautiful, Nicole could be lumped with her for being American. Hence the threats.


If I could attend their wedding party at the Farquhar Hotel, I could write it up for the international papers. I might even be able to get photographs of the ceremony . . . ‘I can help,’ I offered. ‘You can’t send a man to watch Mrs Covington and her little boy.’ I was being forward. But I often served as female chaperone when the police had to interview women without their relatives present.


‘And you would be . . .?’ Governor McPherson looked pleased.


‘Chen Su Lin. I am the cultural liaison. I do translations.’ I also managed the office logistics and accounts better than any of the men could, though they never admitted it.


‘No, Su Lin.’ Just like that, Le Froy had crushed my dream as he would a cockroach.


‘But, sir, I have to! I mean, you need a woman there in case— I just want to help, sir!’


‘You have work to do.’ Le Froy had said. ‘De Souza and Pillay will go.’


I had been furious enough to serve Le Froy lukewarm coffee on the morning of the rehearsal. Now I wondered if he had suspected something. Had the Glossops really been worried for their son’s safety or had Victor Glossop and his friends come up with that idea for other reasons?


Le Froy hadn’t answered when the governor asked if he was a friend of Sir Roderick. Did that mean they had not been friends?


I wondered even more about Victor Glossop. There was definitely a story there.




Parshanti
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Two days later it was still raining. The storm was over but plump drops were falling, their steady drumming on the roof almost musical.


I had pulled my desk and typewriter away from the wall where the paint was showing damp patches. It was worse across the road where brown water pooled in the construction site of the new police headquarters. It should have been completed at least a year ago but it looked like there would be more delays.


Parshanti had come to visit me at the station. This suited me since it was another slow morning. Even criminals have a break during the monsoon season. Petty crime takes second place when the canals are full of fat fish, drowsy jungle fowl are easily caught, and durians and mangoes are ripening on the trees.


‘If you had been there, you would have seen it was just a joke!’ Parshanti was sulky because I wouldn’t walk to the hotel with her ‘just to look’ at the Christmas decorations. Parshanti Shankar was my best friend but there were times when I wanted to smack her. I yawned instead. It was the kind of weather that sends children out in search of tadpoles and puts grown-ups to sleep.


‘I’m so bored,’ Parshanti said.


She tossed aside the latest Weekend World she had brought over from her father’s shop. I picked it up and put it safely in a drawer. I had already read the latest Pip’s Squeaks, but I wanted to go over it again.


‘Pip’ mocked moral hypocrisy, saying the domination of King Edward by Mrs Simpson perfectly reflected current relations between England and America. The column had so much high-society insider gossip from both sides of the Atlantic that I had once wondered if the playboy prince might not himself be the author. But not after I’d read Pip’s claim that Mrs Simpson’s control over Edward came from sexual practices she had learned in a Chinese brothel. Surely no man could write such things about the woman he loved. Even in jest.


‘Couldn’t you get your handsome boss to hire me too? He could start a women’s department. I’m sure I could do what you do.’ Parshanti poised her fingers over the typewriter on my desk. ‘I could learn to do this. And I could use forty-five dollars a month. Dash it, I could use the seventy cents a day I’d get working in a factory! What are you supposed to be doing now?’


‘I was going upstairs to check if the rainwater buckets need emptying. Do you want to do that?’


‘I’d have to get a suit made if I come to work here. My mother has a Simplicity pattern for a slim-cut skirt that would suit me perfectly. Won’t you ask the chief inspector for me? Please? We’d be colleagues. I could have a desk next to yours and it would be like being back in school.’


‘I’ll ask him once you learn to type,’ I offered. ‘You can use the typewriter pad I drew up. And if you want to study shorthand, I’ll give you the title of the book I used. The Mission Centre has two copies.’


Parshanti made a face at me. ‘I’ve had more than enough of studying, thank you.’


Parshanti was in what I called her ‘society’ mode, with any sense she had buried under a thick layer of silliness. She thought it was fashionable to flirt. I didn’t see the point. Though I had to admit it won over men – even police officers who should know better.


Dr Shankar, Parshanti’s tall dark Indian father, and Mrs Shankar, her short plump Scottish mother, had somehow produced between them a Mata Hari. Parshanti was tall and slim, with honey-coloured skin, huge long-lashed eyes and thick curly hair usually pulled back into a thick plait but brushed loose over her shoulders for social occasions. Like wedding rehearsals, apparently.


The way men looked at Parshanti made me feel even shorter and more handicapped than I was. Sometimes, so that I could go on being best friends with her, I had to remind myself that she couldn’t type or take shorthand and envied my ‘real job’.


‘Why were you at the wedding rehearsal?’


‘I was there for Mam. She’s making the bride’s wedding gown and going-away dress and they asked her to check none of the decorations would clash.’


Mrs Shankar was a skilled seamstress popular with fashionable ang moh women. She could copy anything in the fashion magazines her husband brought in. Dr Rajan Shankar was an Edinburgh-trained doctor and surgeon, but Westerners in Singapore did not trust an Indian doctor and locals did not trust Western medicine so Dr Shankar operated a pharmacy that sold magazines and Kodak film, and developed photographs in a darkroom that was also Mrs Shankar’s sewing room. Mrs Shankar’s dresses were worn to all the top social events in Singapore, though being married to an Indian meant she was never invited to any.


‘Shanti, you hate sewing!’


‘No difference. Mam has no time to change anything but it got me in. You should have come with me! We could have told them you’re a dressmaker’s assistant’s assistant. It was full of people who don’t know them. Su, it’s going to be the event of the year, the most interesting thing that’s ever happened here! The hotel ballroom is enormous – they’ve put coloured streamers on a whole wall of fans and a row of Christmas trees in the corridor!


‘And it wasn’t even really a rehearsal,’ Parshanti looked dreamy, ‘more like a party. I didn’t see the bride but she wouldn’t be in her dress anyway. Mam’s still working on it. We tried the food for the reception and it was super top-notch! When I get married I want my reception to be at the Farquhar.’


Parshanti might have found it fun but I didn’t see the point of a party unless I could write about it.


To be honest, there wasn’t much point to most of my life right then. Until last year, staying at school long enough to get my General Cambridge Certificate had been my main goal. The ladies who ran the school at the Mission Centre talked about the GCC as if it were the Holy Grail. But when you get your grail home and find nothing changes, don’t you wonder if it’s really holy?


Parshanti and I had been among the first five girls in Singapore to take the General Cambridge exam. But what good had it done us? I knew I wanted to do more with my life than fetch coffee and transcribe wireless communications. And Parshanti only wanted to get married.


Parshanti’s parents were willing to pay the fees for her to attend a teacher-training course. They even said that if Parshanti or her brother wanted to go to university they would find the money somehow, but she wasn’t interested.


Sometimes I was so jealous of Parshanti, with her brilliant father and her loud, cheerful and occasionally foul-mouthed mother – but, to be honest, I was jealous of most people with parents.


After my parents had died, fortune-tellers advised my grandmother to send me far away or put me down a well. Otherwise the bad luck I carried as an orphan and polio victim would infect the rest of the Chen family. Instead, she enrolled me in the mission school to see if the Christian God could counteract my inherited bad luck. That was how I became the first member of my family to go to English school.


I knew how lucky I was. I knew I was only alive because Ah Ma had broken traditional rules, which made it easier for me to bend and break rules myself. Please don’t get me wrong, I like rules. Rules make life easier. The problem is, everyone follows different ones, sometimes without even being aware of it.


What I really wanted was to be a lady journalist like Henrietta Stackpole, who is by far the most interesting character in The Portrait of a Lady by Henry James. That the woman who lent it to me turned out to be a murderess didn’t change anything. I still liked the book. I still wanted to be a journalist.




His Final Trick
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‘I say, I saw Nicole Covington yesterday evening. With a group of friends. I recognized one of them at the party – the rehearsal.’


Parshanti’s deliberately casual voice drew my attention. I looked sharply at her. She picked up one of my pencils and drew a circle in my notebook. Then she surrounded it with petals and turned it into a daisy. All without meeting my eyes.


Parshanti was the kind of girl who shrieked when she saw seagull droppings on a railing or a cat grab a rat off a sack of rice. She had been raving about Nicole Covington and Victor Glossop ever since their wedding announcement. If she was that calm about meeting Nicole Covington it was because she was hiding even greater excitement about something much bigger.


I looked around the office. Sergeant Pillay was standing in the doorway looking out at the rain with a cigarette and Sergeant de Souza was engrossed in the newspaper. I leaned in to her and asked, ‘What is it?’


Parshanti’s eyes were shining. I recognized the look: she was in love. Again.


‘Who is it?’ I amended my question with a sinking feeling. ‘This time.’


Parshanti’s mixed race and her unconventional parents meant both locals and foreigners found her unsuitable for their precious sons. But that didn’t stop her falling in love regularly.


‘Keeping the plate warm’, in her canny Scots mother’s words. Mrs Shankar had found true love in the brilliant Indian medical student boarding in her parents’ house in Edinburgh. She seemed confident that, in time, Parshanti would do similar.


I found this naive. Yes, Dr and Mrs Shankar were probably the happiest married couple I knew. Once when visiting Parshanti I’d seen them waltzing in their tiny living room to music from the gramophone. But how often do you get so lucky? Thanks to my grandmother’s interest (and interference) in extended Chen family marriage arrangements and negotiations, I knew what a complicated business marriage was.


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. They were getting out of a car in front of the Farquhar Hotel. I recognized Nicole Covington at once, of course – she’s even more beautiful in real life than in the magazines,’ Parshanti said. ‘So slim and smart and elegant – and her hair! I wish Mam would let me bob mine! Nicole was wearing a red dress and red shoes and she had a white scarf with black polka dots on her head. And the most fabulous sunglasses.’


‘You stood there and stared at her? Why was she wearing sunglasses in the rainy season?’


‘Nicole Covington is famous, silly,’ Parshanti said. ‘Celebrities have to wear sunglasses so they won’t be recognized and have people staring at them.’ She rolled her eyes.


I thought wearing sunglasses without sun sounded like a very good way of attracting attention. ‘You recognized her,’ I pointed out. ‘And I’m sure you stared.’


Parshanti waved that away. ‘I pay attention to what’s going on in the world. I recognize famous figures.’


‘That’s not true. You only read fashion and lifestyle pieces in the papers.’


‘Anyway, one of the young men stayed behind to pay the cabbie while Nicole and the others went into the hotel. I was just standing there, out of the way. And then he turned to me and said, “Can I buy you a drink, pretty lady?”’


‘Parshanti! He must have thought you were a—’


‘No! Don’t be absurd! He was totally respectful. Hadn’t he seen me at the rehearsal party, he asked, and was I staying at the hotel? I was so taken aback I couldn’t answer. I know! Stupid, stupid, stupid girl!’ She rapped herself lightly on the side of her head. ‘But he gave me his card and said, “Another time, perhaps.” Oh, Su Lin, he has the loveliest smile. And such a sophisticated name card!’


I had a bad feeling about this. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Suzy-Poozy, you have bad feelings about everything! I’m not going to tell you if you’re just going to warn me to stay away from him.’


‘It’s not safe, Parshanti. You saw the kind of things those people get up to.’


‘I don’t see why you’re being so stuffy. Even the boys agree it was a joke. Right, boys?’
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Le Froy and the other men had returned from the hotel without further incident. I soaked the betel-stained uniforms in a tub of carbolic soap under the zinc sheets behind the station, cutting up and adding several kaffir limes to the solution. Their acid helped release the stains from the khaki. No lasting harm had been done. But I knew we would not be so easily taken in again.


Which might have been why, when word came that Victor Glossop had been found dead at the hotel, I thought it was another trick.


A young and very wet boy burst into the Detective Shack. He was a message runner. ‘Urgent! Very urgent and very important, sirs! You must send many policemen immediately. To the Farquhar Hotel. To Mr Victor Glossop’s room. You must send Inspector Le Froy and many men. Right away.’


‘Find a constable on patrol or go to the callbox,’ Sergeant de Souza said. ‘This is the Detective Unit.’


Neither Sergeant Pillay nor Sergeant de Souza moved. A summons from a hotel was always ‘urgent’ and ‘important’ but usually had to do with rich tourists losing their wallets, being cheated by rickshaw-pullers or demanding a police escort to go sightseeing.


‘I’ll telephone HQ and ask them to send a constable round,’ Sergeant Pillay said. ‘Go back and say somebody will come soon.’


‘Sir, you must all come now! Urgent!’


‘Someone will come soon. What are you waiting for? You want me to hantam you?’


But the messenger stood his ground. He was young and skinny and clearly terrified but not of the policeman pretending to aim his baton at him.


I felt sorry for him and went over to the doorway where he was standing in a growing puddle of water. ‘What happened at the hotel?’


‘There is a body. A dead body.’


‘A man? A woman?’ Sergeant de Souza was on his feet now.


‘Why didn’t you say so right away?’ Sergeant Pillay was already pulling on his raincoat. ‘I’m on the way.’


‘A man,’ the messenger boy said. He was shivering. ‘Ang moh man. I saw. Inside the room. All covered in red blood. He looked like a monster!’


De Souza shook his head slowly. I saw him thinking he wasn’t going to be caught a second time by the same trick.


‘Wait, Pillay. Pull yourself together, boy. What exactly did they tell you to say? And where was the body found?’


‘I saw it myself, sir. I was called in to take a message. It was in one of the small outside rooms. The room is registered to Victor Glossop. Inside a dead man is covered in red blood!’


The detectives exchanged looks.


‘It’s another trick,’ de Souza said. ‘You weren’t there that day. You don’t know what those men get up to.’


‘We can’t take the chance. I will go to secure the scene,’ Sergeant Pillay said. ‘De Souza, get HQ to send the constables over. Girl, find Le Froy and tell him.’


‘Please!’ Parshanti grabbed my arm. ‘The man I met, his name is Kenneth Mulliner. Please find out if he’s all right. Just let me know it’s not him!’




Le Froy
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Chief Inspector Le Froy had not come into the office that morning. Recently he had been absorbed in some big secret project. He seldom shared his suspicions until he had proof. It was not that Le Froy didn’t trust the team – although Sergeant Pillay had once accidentally leaked information on an upcoming raid to a woman who asked why he couldn’t spend the evening with her – but that he observed and analysed better on his own.


I suspected he had spent the night undercover in some opium parlour or gambling den. He always purged his system the morning after such immersions.


Most ang mohs in senior government positions lived in large, luxurious black and white ‘colonial’ bungalows outside the city centre. Le Froy lived in town on a side street lined with local residences and noisy hawkers.


Number 4 Street 51 was off the main road the Detective Shack stood on and it usually took me ten minutes to get there. Today I made it in seven but arrived panting and sweating so I stopped to catch my breath.


From the outside, Le Froy’s narrow-fronted house with its bright yellow terracotta tiles looked just like its neighbours. Inside was a different story.


‘Sir? It’s Su Lin. Good morning, sir.’ I rapped on the door.


‘What do you want?’


‘There’s been a death, sir. At the Farquhar Hotel.’


‘Ah.’


I waited. When no steps approached, I unlocked the front doors and pushed through the ornate pintu pagar, the wooden half-doors. Le Froy had given me the key last year, when he made me his housekeeper: Uncle Chen had tried to persuade me, somewhat forcefully, to marry one of his employees, ‘Because a woman needs protection. And Chou Ning needs someone to take care of his old mother and five children.’


My uncle meant well, but he was always pig-headed when trying to do good. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Uncle Chen for a couple of weeks now. Had he given up on marrying me off? I should have been glad, but strangely I was a little disappointed.


Anyway, when Le Froy had given me a job at the Detective Unit, I’d suggested that keeping his spare key at the office might be a good idea. ‘You’re the chief inspector. What if someone breaks in in the night and attacks you?’


‘Then I would be dead.’


‘What if they only beat you up and cut off your hands?’


‘Then I would be half dead. Without hands.’


But he had agreed.


I shook my umbrella and stood it in the tin bucket by the door. In local homes, the reception hall is a showplace of the most expensive and uncomfortable teak furniture, the household altar and ancestral portraits. Le Froy’s hall was crammed with books and bizarre objects. One such object, stretched out between a pile of rolled-up maps and a stack of specimen boxes, was my boss.


I could tell Le Froy had got home not long before. He slept little but intensely, having trained his system to adapt to his all-night reconnaissance sessions. For him, gathering and processing information didn’t stop with work. He took a scientific approach and each new fact had to be found a place within an existing theory. When new data didn’t fit, the master plan would be adjusted. To him facts counted more than theory, and theories and rules existed to organize knowledge and information, and generate improvements. Which didn’t always make him popular with the other expat colonials, who longed for the good old days and things ‘back home’. In fact, Le Froy seldom spoke of England and had not gone on home leave since he had taken up his posting.


I resented rules I didn’t see the point of. But instead of ignoring them, I found ways to work around them. The British men who created our laws didn’t understand us locals any more than they did their own women.


But observing Le Froy taught me there were different kinds of laws: those of nature and science that are man’s way of understanding the world, and those created by men in power designed to keep themselves in power. Chief Inspector Thomas Le Froy should have embodied the second set of laws but he didn’t.


The other colonials would have liked Le Froy better if he had taken a local wife and gone drinking and gambling with the other men. He looked like a combination of all the heroes played by Rudolph Valentino, Douglas Fairbanks and John Barrymore but he had turned down all the ladies who had tried to catch his attention (no, I wasn’t one of them).


That morning, Le Froy was still wearing the cheap, shabby clothes he had gone out in. He reeked of sweat and tobacco, and must have passed for a Eurasian or Indian sailor. I hated to disturb him, but this might be important.


‘Can I make you some coffee, sir?’


‘Good idea. Strong.’


‘Yes, sir.’


His eyes stayed shut as I stepped carefully over him. I knew my way around the kitchen, which was in the open courtyard at the back of the house. He allowed me to move freely within his home only because he saw me as a subordinate colleague rather than as a ‘lady’. Le Froy avoided the ladies.


I found and rinsed out the kettle and a coffee cup. There had always been more servants than family members in Chen Mansion where I grew up, and I smiled to think how humiliated my relations would be to see me making coffee for an ang moh. ‘As though we cannot afford to pay somebody to marry you!’ Uncle Chen would say.


I pulled my thoughts back to the present as Le Froy said, ‘An accident?’


I heard him moving around, bumping into something, and took the bottle of Nyalgesic out of the cupboard. ‘I don’t know, sir. The hotel sent a runner.’


‘Who’s dead?’


‘The runner didn’t know. But he said it was an ang moh man “covered in red blood”. He saw the dead man himself and said he looked like a monster. But, sir, the room is registered to Victor Glossop.’


A snort came from Le Froy: he must have remembered the trick the wedding party had played on his men.


As I filled the metal kettle with rainwater from the ceramic dragon pot in the open kitchen yard and lit the charcoal fire, I heard Le Froy shuffling through some papers – his notes from last night, very likely – then making his way upstairs.


The kettle was boiling. Just in time to complete the waking-up process. I spooned coffee grounds into Le Froy’s stainless-steel kopi pot. He drank cheap local coffee, made from beans wok-fried with lard and sugar, then coarsely ground with cloves. Once you got used to this fragrant, potent brew, the pure expensive European coffee had no kick.


I poured hot water into the ground beans and stirred, enjoying the heady fragrance. It would take four or five minutes to reach the strength Le Froy preferred.


‘That woman the Glossop pup is marrying, Nicole Covington. Who is she? What’s she done?’


Given Le Froy’s intricate knowledge of poisons, languages and legalities, it was always surprising (and pleasant) to find gaps in his knowledge. Even if I only knew who Mrs Covington was thanks to Pip’s Squeaks and Parshanti.


‘She’s very rich and goes to parties. Her husband died and left her even richer.’ Parshanti would know more. I should have paid closer attention to her. If the Cambridge exams had tested us on fashion and celebrities instead of English, geography and mathematics, Parshanti would have beaten my score hands down.


‘And she’s getting married again. To another man with a very rich father,’ I added.


I packed sugar into the bottom of the coffee sock and poured the thick black mixture of coffee grounds and water into it. I didn’t have the skill to tarek it, like the professional coffee-makers, but I poured the brew carefully between pot and mug a few times to cool and froth it, then added it to the condensed milk I had already put into the mug. I also shook out a blue shirt from the stack of laundry the washerwoman had left by the kitchen door.


Le Froy’s papers were stacked on the kitchen counter. I glanced at them, but didn’t disturb the order they were in. They were mostly notes and reports on covert Japanese military action in the Chinese provinces of Hebei, Shandong and Shanxi. They were setting up puppet governments after the invasion of Manchuria. He couldn’t have these papers in the office because the official stand of the colonial administration was not to get involved with Japanese militarism.


Japan had defiantly resigned from the League of Nations after being censured for attacking Shanghai. But the League had done nothing, while forbidding the Chinese to deploy their own troops in their own cities. The Anti-Japanese Volunteer Army, formed by some Chinese to defend their homes, was condemned as a terror organization.


In fact, anyone in the Crown Colonies who tried to speak against the Japanese invasion could be arrested for treason. The authorities were more concerned about appearances than the ongoing carnage in China.


Officially, at least, Le Froy had to support that. And I understood. My grandmother was angry but she also understood. Despite the terrible stories coming out of China, she had forbidden Uncle Chen to join the Communists in raising funds to support the Anti-Japanese Volunteer Army. Ah Ma put his safety, and that of our family, first.


And Ah Ma was still good to the Japanese tradesmen. Uncle Chen wanted to kill them all, but Ah Ma had said, ‘The ones trying to earn a living here are not the ones raping children with bayonets.’


‘Thanks.’ Le Froy’s voice brought me back from the horrors. He was freshly washed and shaved but still wearing the clothes he had slept in. He took the coffee and didn’t speak again until he handed over his cup for a refill. ‘The hotel sent someone round instead of telephoning?’


‘Yes, sir. That’s why I came for you, sir. Someone would have checked to make sure it wasn’t a trick before sending a boy over. And the boy said he saw the dead body himself.’


Le Froy said something I couldn’t make out. I turned and saw he was struggling out of his shirt. A more ladylike young woman would have screamed and fainted, or at least closed her eyes. I reached over and undid the two buttons my boss had missed, freeing him.


‘Sorry, sir. What did you say?’


Le Froy’s face appeared, clear of his shirt. ‘Go back to the office. Tell de Souza to meet me at the hotel with a tape recorder.’ He put on the clean shirt I had picked.


‘I brought the tape recorder with me, sir, and my notebook.’ And my shorthand skills. ‘I brought my camera too, just in case,’ It was the folding pocket Kodak my grandmother had bought for me to photograph her rental properties. A lady reporter like Henrietta Stackpole would not miss a chance like this. A celebrity death was much bigger news than a celebrity wedding.


‘Who’s at the hotel?’


‘Sergeant Pillay. Sergeant de Souza went to get the reserve corporals from HQ.’


‘I saw Victor Glossop at the hotel when we went back after the betel bomb. I thought him a fool. A damned conceited young fool. I never thought there was any real danger.’


‘Fools are killed too,’ I said. ‘And Mr Glossop didn’t get any threats, only Mrs Covington.’


Besides, we had been told to watch the wedding and the wedding rehearsal, not to protect the groom. But that was following the letter of the law, which Le Froy wasn’t good at doing.


‘Stop talking and start the car,’ he growled. Le Froy’s black and green Plymouth was in front of the house as usual.


‘I can’t drive, sir.’ We both knew I had been driving my grandmother around for years. And that I didn’t have a driving licence.


‘What the blazes – get the engine warmed up. Keys in the prayer bowl.’


‘Yes, sir.’




The Body at the Farquhar


[image: illustration]


The Farquhar was one of the oldest hotels in Singapore and by far the grandest. It loomed like a palace along South Coast Road, and had a wide driveway lined with sealing-wax palms and bougainvillaea bushes. Its clientele were mostly Caucasians and Eurasians, and ordinarily I would have stayed away. But a dead body makes any hotel irresistible.


Christmas wasn’t as big a festival as Chinese New Year or Deepavali, but all the umbrellas along the driveway were trimmed with damp tinsel and the valet wore a red Santa cap. ‘The valet will take your car, Chief Inspector.’


Darwin Van Dijk himself greeted us in the drizzle, showing how serious the situation was. He was the general manager of the Farquhar and far more imposing than any of the hotel’s owner-investors.


‘The dead body on your premises, it’s a guest?’ Le Froy asked, without preamble.


Instead of answering, Van Dijk looked disapprovingly at me and said, ‘I will get a taxi for your companion.’
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