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      Justin Tan stood at the main junction of the old hutong, a neighbourhood of old courtyards dating from Imperial times, and stared down narrow alleys that disappeared quickly into darkness. It was after midnight and the street lighting was limited in such a poor neighbourhood. The lanes were too narrow for cars so no headlights lit up the gloom. Households had gone to bed but a few lamps glowed at courtyard entrances, little bubbles of light that deepened the dark around them. The air had cleared somewhat after a particularly unpleasant Beijing day, where the pollution index was off the charts, children were kept home from school and adults wore ineffectual face masks. Justin drew a deep breath and decided that he could still smell the soot particles mixed with rotting food from a nearby dustbin.

      The young man reached for his mobile and dialled a number.

      ‘Professor Luo?’

      ‘Justin, is that you? What is it? Do you know what time it is?’

      ‘I’ve made my decision about what to do…’

      ‘What is it?’ asked the professor.

      Justin hesitated and looked around. Had he heard something? Soft footfalls in the darkness?

      ‘Justin, are you there?’

      ‘I’ll call you back.’

      ‘Wait! Where are you?’

      ‘At the hutong… I needed to see, needed to think, but now I know what I have to do.’

      ‘I’m so sorry I dragged you into this,’ said the professor. ‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ he continued, but Justin had terminated the call.

      The young man stood still and strained his ears. It was not his imagination, he could hear footsteps in the distance. It sounded like more than one person, maybe two or three. He tried to dismiss the cold fear that settled in his chest. He was being silly, paranoid, it was just some workers heading home after a late shift. Or maybe Wang Zhen was making good on his promise to exact revenge. Justin turned and hurried away towards the main road, there would be people there even at such a late hour, and traffic – safety in a crowd, in numbers. He wasn’t sure but he thought the people behind him had escalated their pace too. Justin broke into a run, panic taking hold. He was fit, he was fast, would it be enough? He’d sprinted fifty yards when he came to an abrupt halt. There were three men strung across the alley in front of him. Two of them were holding truncheons. He thought he could make out a dark sedan behind them, parked to block the narrow exit, the front window wound down and a pale face looking out. Impossible to identify from such a distance but Justin didn’t doubt who it was; the net was closing. 

      He thought he caught sight of a shadow in the darkness and he shouted, ‘Is anyone there? Can you call for help?’ There was no answer, his desperation was providing him imaginary would-be rescuers. The three men started towards him with a calculated, deliberate step. His hand went to his pocket and he pressed a few buttons on his phone at random but it was too late to call for help. One of the men shone a torch into his eyes and, for a few seconds, he lost all vision.

      Justin turned and ran again, feet pounding on pavement, heartbeat keeping frantic time. This time there was no mistaking their intent. As he glanced over his shoulder, all three were in hot pursuit. He was back at the junction where he’d started. He stopped, panting, trying to decide which way to go. It was no use. The original pair were waiting in the shadows. They stepped out and started closing the distance. Behind him, the other men arrived. He whirled round, turned back, knew he had nowhere to go.

      ‘What do you want? Why are you following me? Do you want money?’

      The front man slapped the truncheon into his palm. ‘When the dog chases the mouse, there are always consequences.’
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      ‘Chinese!’ said Mrs Singh.

      The inspector, her husband, suspected that this was not merely an observation. No one above the age of fifty in Singapore, who was not ethnically Chinese, ever uttered the word without implied criticism. It was inevitable in a country the size of a pocket handkerchief where the Chinese dominated every aspect of business and politics. The other races foraged around the fringes for an identity and, if they were like Mrs Singh, sniped from the sidelines.

      ‘These “made in China” things don’t even last for one day before they break!’ His wife held up a cracked plastic bucket as evidence. Maybe she thought a policeman would not be satisfied with her uncorroborated testimony. She’d be right about that too. Inspector Singh, plump pursuer of the truth, did not find his wife a credible witness. She was too prone to exaggeration, imagination and misplaced conviction. The sort of person who picked suspects out of a line-up with certainty even though they’d only had a fleeting glimpse of a perpetrator on a dark night.

      ‘Why do you buy it if you think the quality is so poor?’

      ‘Cheaper,’ she responded.

      Singh scowled and thrust out his pink full lower lip. His upper lip was obscured by the moustache that skirted his mouth and then expanded into a full beard, now liberally speckled with grey. ‘You get what you pay for,’ he pointed out.

      ‘That’s what my father said when I complained about you.’

      She was referring, of course, to the dowry her family had paid all those decades ago when he married her. Singh decided to ignore her remark. It was his default position and for good reason. Despite his successful battles of words with senior police officers, hardened criminals, high court judges and highly paid lawyers, he’d never won a verbal encounter with his wife.

      Besides, he was not in the mood for generalised criticism of China, the Chinese or ‘Made in China’ products. Singh had just returned from a harrowing trip to India. Say what you liked about the Chinese, at least they made something other than Bollywood movies, babies and skin whitening cream. Even the statues of Hindu gods and goddesses sold outside temples in Mumbai – Ganesh with his elephant head and Kali with her surfeit of limbs – were all made in China. Furthermore, one could walk down the street in Beijing without tripping over the bodies of the homeless, the destitute and, on occasion, the dead. Or so Singh assumed anyway. The foremost criminal investigator in the Singapore police department, in his own, but not his wife’s or boss’s estimation, had never been to China.

      ‘You know what else they did?’ continued his wife, taking victory in her stride and opening up a new flank.

      Who were ‘they’, wondered Singh? The Chinese? The government? Mrs Singh was a great believer in conspiracy theories. Nothing bad ever happened, as far as she was concerned, that did not have the guiding hand of the rich and the powerful.

      Singh felt a mild stirring of curiosity, like the taste of cumin in fish curry, just enough to whet the appetite. What grievous historical event was Mrs Singh going to lay at the door of China or the Chinese? He was in a relatively placid mood, just after lunch and before he had to drag himself back to the office. He was prepared to be amused.

      ‘What have the Chinese done to provoke your ire aside from manufacturing low quality buckets?’ he asked.

      ‘They’re all coming here!’

      ‘All?’ He had a sudden vision of a billion Chinese citizens queuing up at Changi Airport. A sight that might be visible from the moon, like the Great Wall.

      ‘Yes, the government is letting them all in – permanent residence, citizenship – whatever they want they can get.’

      Singh thought he understood. He clasped his hands and rested them on his belly and adopted his familiar ‘Buddha-in-repose’ attitude. ‘You’ve been talking to Mrs Chong?’

      ‘She says that they’re all coming here. You know, taking jobs, stealing husbands.’

      Mrs Chong was the neighbour on the right side of the Singh residence if you stood on the porch and faced out towards the road. The two houses were separated by a bright green chain-link fence. An attempt to imitate nature’s colour on the cheap – Mrs Singh made Scrooge look like a philanthropist – had resulted in a shade that suggested the sort of toxicity usually associated with a nuclear accident. A very large heavy mango tree that grew against the boundary provided a rich carpet of fermented rotting fruit underfoot.

      Mrs Chong spent her days worrying. Firstly, whether her children were coping with Mandarin and maths in school and secondly, whether her husband was secretly maintaining another family on the side, sucking much needed funding away from extra Mandarin and maths tuition for the kids. She spent a good part of each morning communicating these fears to Mrs Singh across the garden fence.

      ‘You shouldn’t believe everything Mrs Chong says,’ said Inspector Singh.

      This was a mistake. Mrs Singh was prepared to put up either with unconditional support or a position of Swiss neutrality from her husband but not a contradiction of any of the views she or Mrs Chong held dear. She straightened her skinny back and trained a basilisk glare at her husband.

      ‘Not just Mrs Chong – everyone knows!’

      ‘Everyone knows that all the Chinese are coming here?’

      ‘Maybe not all,’ she conceded. Mrs Singh trying a new role, the voice of reason. She wouldn’t get past the first audition.

      The Sikh policeman knew that his wife was merely expressing a widely held opinion. The citizenry was convinced that the government, determined to boost population numbers, was handing out residency permits like free chopsticks at a Chinese restaurant.

      ‘The China girls come here pretending to work but actually they’re only looking for husbands. And they don’t care if they’re married already or not.’

      China girls. Not Chinese girls. A convenient way for the Singaporean population of nervous wives to maintain pride in their Chinese roots while distinguishing themselves from these brash, husband-snatching newcomers.

      ‘Is that what Mrs Chong says? I’m sure most of the girls are just trying to find a better life…’

      Mrs Singh’s grimace suggested she had suddenly bitten into a piece of lime pickle. ‘It depends whether the plan for a better life is to quickly catch a Singaporean man. You know what Mrs Chong says about the China girls? “Up to no good until proven otherwise!”’

      Singh sighed, inserted a finger under his turban and scratched above his ear. ‘Up to no good until proven otherwise.’ It could have been the slogan for the entire nation. It was certainly the attitude of the police towards anyone who strayed from the norm, whether it was to appear un-shirted in public or graffiti a wall. Banksy wouldn’t have lasted a week in Singapore. The Singaporean equivalent – a young woman who had painted the words, ‘My grandfather’s road’, on a few thoroughfares in Singapore – had been arrested. As a man on the street had said on the news at the time, “Our society has no place for such impromptu creative acts.”

      The rotund detective’s gut compressed as he leaned forwards, reaching for his white sneakers, and he gasped for air like a fish in a bucket. Slowly, he put the shoes on – another new pair – he’d been unable to face wearing the ones he’d brought back from India. Singh liked his trainers comfy and clean. A couple of weeks tramping through Mumbai suburbs had left him very suspicious of the undersides of his footwear and he’d binned them the moment he made it home.

      ‘I’m going back to work,’ he muttered.

      ‘Chasing criminals? Should be chasing those China girls.’

      ‘I thought the problem was too many Singaporean men chasing China girls.’

      ‘I’m not worried about you,’ snapped Mrs Singh. ‘They only want Chinese men. Or at least men with a good job for good money.’ She rose to her feet, collected his mug of half-drunk tea and marched off to the kitchen, colourful caftan billowing like a main sail in a high wind.

      Inspector Singh levered himself out of his chair with both arms and headed to the car that was waiting outside to ferry him back to work although he would be the first to admit that his wife was quite right – it could not exactly be described as ‘a good job for good money’. He experienced a moment that hinted at regret, his rotund form was indeed safe from the attentions of the China girls.

       

      The beatings were the worst he had ever experienced which, he acknowledged quietly, was ironic. After all, he was the son of a man denounced as a capitalist running dog during the Cultural Revolution. But the Red Guard had consisted of enthusiastic amateurs while the prison guards at the correctional facility were experts at hitting a man to inflict maximum pain. And yet they broke no bones and the next day always pronounced him fit to work. Professor Luo Gan shuffled along towards the quarry with his fellow inmates, wearing the regulation grey uniform and rubber shoes, scratching at welts from the bed bugs in the crowded dormitories, grateful that he could still walk.

      One of the other detainees whispered to him, ‘Why do you provoke them? You know how they will answer you. It is better to be prudent.’

      ‘Is it provocation to stick to one’s values and principles?’ he retorted, carefully pushing to the back of his mind the reason he was there in the first place.

      His response was met with a shrug from the intellectual, shakily adjusting his fragile glasses. The young drug addicts were indifferent to his actions while a couple of middle-ranking Party officials, arrested no doubt for some act of petty corruption, gave him a wide berth. There were so many ways to end up on the wrong side of the security apparatus in China that his companions were a cross-section of the entire population.

      ‘It is remarkable that you reached such a ripe old age before ending up here!’ said another fellow, recently interned, who still had some spirit left.

      At the quarry, Luo broke rocks using a heavy hammer that he swung over his shoulder in a uniform excruciating rhythm. Breaking big rocks into little rocks and little rocks into rubble and carting the debris away in wheelbarrows. A metaphor for what he was experiencing – this so-called ‘re-education through labour’? He doubted it. The Chinese authorities tended to be very literal minded. ‘Re-education through labour’ had been one of Mao’s favourite forms of control and punishment. But it had been maintained long after Mao was laid in state at Tiananmen Square as a convenient way to deal with the discontented and the rebellious.

      Deep down, the professor had always known, always feared, that he’d end up in one of these black holes of the Chinese state. He straightened his back and felt it creak like the wooden slats of his bed back home. He shut his eyes tightly – it was important not to think of home or the little strength he had left would drain from his body like dirty water down a sinkhole.

      He looked around, trying to regain his composure. The quarry presented a bleak, ravaged landscape but the surrounding mountains were covered in lush greenery and silhouetted against a pristine blue sky untainted by the yellow filter of smog that hung over Beijing. It reminded him of the delicate brush stroke paintings of a master calligrapher. He had no idea where he was although the landscape put him in mind of the area around the Mutianyu section of the Great Wall, absent of course, the thin snaking line of ancient defences that followed the contours of the hill. He doubted he was that close to Beijing. It was an incongruity really, that China’s greatest architectural feature, designed to repel enemies of the state, was now of no use whatsoever. He glanced at the guards standing along the perimeter of the quarry, dark silhouettes against a bright sky. How could it be when the greatest threat to China now came from within?

       

      Superintendent Chen was ensconced in Singh’s chair and fiddling with his BlackBerry. He did not look pleased. As Singh sauntered in, reeking of the cigarette he’d stopped to have in the car park, the boss looked at his watch – Rolex, of course – and then back at Singh.

      ‘You’re late!’

      ‘I would be if there was a fixed time that I was supposed to be here,’ said Singh, sitting down in the plastic chair fronting his own desk. He wondered why his boss was making himself comfortable in the seat that Singh had spent so many years shaping to fit his own ample contours.

      ‘I thought you were desperate to get back to work after your Indian adventure,’ growled Chen.

      ‘I am… but the citizenry has become strangely law-abiding in my time away,’ complained the inspector. ‘Not a single juicy murder all month.’

      ‘Low crime doesn’t mean no crime,’ retorted the chief, quoting one of the Singapore police department’s posters.

      ‘Low crime does mean no work. Which is why I can be late – I have nothing to do.’

      ‘I can fix that for you,’ said the superintendent.

      Singh sat up straighter, a glint in his eye, nostrils flaring. ‘We have a murder?’

      The other man paused.

      ‘We don’t have a murder?’

      His superior remained silent.

      ‘You’d like me to commit a murder?’

      Superintendent Chen’s expression suggested an outpouring of gastric juices had made contact with the resident ulcers in his stomach. Ulcers, he assured anyone who would listen, that were not caused by the criminal underclass but by his recalcitrant Sikh inspector. ‘I don’t think you’re the man for the job.’

      ‘You never do,’ Singh pointed out. He left unsaid that he still had the best solve rate in the department. Probably even better than the numbers suggested if you took into account the possibility that his colleagues frequently incarcerated the innocent.

      ‘And I’m not in a position to venture an opinion as I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he continued.

      ‘Unfortunately, tales of your latest Indian escapade made the newspapers here in Singapore.’

      This was true. The local press loved nothing better than a juicy story that had no Singaporean political implications.

      ‘They called you the “curry cop”,’ continued Superintendent Chen, thin eyebrows – did he pluck them? – drawn together in irritation.

      ‘And the “poppadum policeman”,’ agreed Singh equably, not bothering to suppress a wide smile. He’d enjoyed the coverage, his wife had been offended which had added piquancy to the pleasure. He’d even come up with a few nicknames himself, the “dhal detective” and the “sag sleuth” but his wife had forbidden any anonymous calls to the papers with these suggestions. ‘Reuters picked up some of the coverage as well,’ added Singh.

      ‘Why were you solving murders in India anyway? You’re supposed to be a Singapore cop!’

      ‘You wouldn’t let me come back to work after my Cambodian mishap,’ pointed out Singh.

      ‘That was typical of you. We sent you to be an observer at the war crimes tribunal and next minute you’re chasing murderers across minefields.’

      ‘I went to India for a family wedding. It’s not my fault that my wife’s family is full of murderers!’ Singh paused. ‘Although maybe I should have expected that…’

      ‘You don’t take the job seriously – that’s the problem with you.’

      ‘I catch killers. What more do you want?’

      ‘Sensitivity to surrounding issues,’ retorted Chen. ‘You don’t care about stepping on toes with your big feet in your non-regulation shoes!’

      Singh glanced down at his feet and wiggled his toes inside his sneakers.

      ‘I run faster in these,’ said Singh, a man who had not voluntarily broken into a trot in twenty years.

      Superintendent Chen began to massage his left arm and Singh wondered whether he was about to have a heart attack.

      ‘If we did things your way, there’d be a lot of murderers walking the streets of Singapore,’ continued Singh. ‘Everyone sleeps better at night because the “curry cop” is on the job!’

      ‘That’s not my view,’ muttered his superior.

      Singh trained the point of his turban at the other man. It sounded like Chen had been overruled from above. But as far as Singh knew, he was even less popular further up the police hierarchy.

      ‘So… are you interested?’ demanded Chen.

      ‘What’s the case?’

      ‘The murder of a young man.’

      Singh hauled himself to his feet. The time for baiting Superintendent Chen was over. There was a crime to solve. A murder. A young life truncated through the act of a fellow human being. Singh felt his senses heighten. He had a case. And the fact of the matter was that there was nothing the corpulent copper liked better than a juicy murder to solve. After all, pursuing justice was his only form of exercise.

      ‘I’ll get to the scene. Send me whoever’s on duty and we can decide on staffing once I’ve had a look,’ said Singh. He hauled himself to his feet, ready to get to work.

      Chen relapsed into a taciturn silence.

      ‘Have we identified the victim? Someone important, I assume?’ asked Singh.

      ‘Why do you assume that?’

      ‘Because you’re sitting behind my desk and wondering whether it’s worth the risk of assigning the case to me.’

      Chen’s lip twitched, indicating a direct hit. ‘Things are not going to be as straightforward as you think.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The young man in question was killed three weeks ago.’

      ‘What? You know the first few hours are critical! The crime scene would have been totally contaminated. We won’t find physical evidence that will stand up in court.’ Singh was livid. Was this what happened when he was on medical leave or moonlighting as a Mumbai private eye? The police department gave up on basic protocol?

      ‘Was it not obvious that it was murder?’ he demanded.

      ‘Actually, the young man was badly beaten – no doubt as to cause of death.’

      ‘What are you people playing at? You know very well that most crimes are solved within the first forty-eight hours or not at all.’

      ‘We don’t have jurisdiction,’ said Chen.

      Singh’s heart followed a downward trajectory until it was nestled next to his ample stomach and he slumped back into his chair. ‘What do you mean we don’t have jurisdiction?’

      ‘I’m afraid this was a bludgeoning in Beijing.’

       

      As evening eased into twilight, the guards huddled around a fire smoking unfiltered cigarettes. Luo Gan leaned on his hammer, lost in his own thoughts. It was difficult to fathom his route to this so-called correctional facility with rebellious intellectuals, petty thieves, corrupt officials and prostitutes. His lips twisted and it was difficult in the half-light to determine if it reflected amusement or despair.

      ‘You’re Professor Luo Gan, aren’t you?’

      The professor blinked and peered at his questioner. He realised it was the bespectacled intellectual who’d urged him to be less provocative earlier in the day.

      ‘I recognised you from the newspapers.’

      ‘Does it matter?’ asked Luo Gan. ‘Here we are all the same.’

      ‘Just interested, that’s all. There are not many who are safe from the attentions of the security forces if someone with your profile can end up here.’

      Luo Gan blinked rapidly, trying to focus on the past, on a time when he had been a respected figure.

      ‘Why are you here?’ asked the other man, lowering his voice until it was just a breath of sound, like the gentle rustle of willow in a light breeze.

      The professor considered the question objectively. There were so many potential answers. Some of them even had the virtue of being true. He decided on the simplest response.

      ‘Falun gong,’ he answered even though it was a tiny part of the whole explanation.

      Luo Gan had been one of the earliest adherents of falun gong. Truthfulness, compassion and forbearance – the three pillars of the movement. It had seemed such a simple yet worthwhile pursuit, manifested in the simplicity of measured exercises and spiritual contemplation. Hardly, one would have thought, capable of controversy. It was something that gave shape and meaning to an otherwise ordinary life teaching at the University of Peking where he was just another professor bewildered by the present generation of students. And he wasn’t the only Party member who’d found peace and solace in the movement – his own boss was a devout falun gong pupil. The two of them had often gathered with like-minded officials and workers and performed the slow-moving qigong exercises on the campus at lunch hour.

      But in 1999 the Communist Party decided, some said that the edict was from Jiang Zemin himself, that the falun gong movement was too popular and had to be suppressed. With hindsight, the decision was not entirely surprising. Matters of the soul, spirit or faith lay outside the Marxist ideologies of materialism and atheism. And falun gong had a spiritual leader, which increased the sense of threat. The movement was outlawed for advocating superstition, creating disturbances and – the last and most serious accusation – jeopardising social stability. It was the same language that had been used during the crackdown at Tiananmen Square a decade earlier.

      The yard exercises stopped and Luo Gan did not make eye contact with his boss for two years. He continued his qigong exercises in the privacy of his home but he made sure the curtains were drawn.

      ‘Many here are falun gong,’ agreed his companion. ‘You are brave to protest the edicts of the Party.’

      ‘Brave?’ asked Luo Gan. ‘Or foolish?’

      The other man shrugged and then, sensing they had drawn the attention of the guards, returned to swinging his hammer. The professor followed suit, trying to answer his own question in his mind. Brave or foolish? Did it depend on the action or the motive?

      He’d woken up that morning three weeks earlier as if it was one just like any other. But instead of going to the faculty office, Luo had dressed in a simple pair of drawstring trousers and white T-shirt and taken the train to Tiananmen Square. He stood all the way, swaying with the motion, lost in the cacophony of underground travel, oblivious to the chatter of other passengers, the music from the headphones wrapped around youthful heads and the whiff of garlic and chilli from a thousand breakfasts. As he emerged with the hordes of tourists from the provinces onto the huge grey rectangle, he’d noted the security men dotted around the square. The other visitors were oblivious, snapping photos in front of the Martyrs’ Memorial and the mausoleum that housed Mao’s remains. His countrymen gazed up in awe at the vast flagpole from which fluttered the Chinese flag – revolutionary red except for one large star and four small ones in bright yellow, symbolising the Party and the people. Four stars to represent the people was about right, Luo Gan remembered thinking to himself with a grimace. The Communist Party seemed only to have the interests of a tiny elite at heart.

      He’d wandered about, trying to find the perfect spot, hoping not to attract the attention of the security personnel until he was good and ready, when his eyes were drawn to the imposing portrait of Chairman Mao above the entrance to the Forbidden City. Luo hurried back underground and used the pedestrian underpass to cross to the other side of the vast thoroughfare. He heard a guide say in English, ‘The portrait is replaced with a new one every year or if it is damaged.’ He wondered if that was true and whether Chinese tourists were ever told the same thing. He suspected not. It was better if they believed that Mao and his likeness were both impervious to weather or vandals. Luo Gan rode the waves of people carrying umbrellas in all colours – the sun was bright in the sky now – until he was directly under the portrait of Mao. He gazed up at the fleshy smug face, so different from the drawn tired visage he’d glimpsed in the mirror that morning as he brushed his teeth. He turned to face the crowds, none of whom seemed to notice him. He was just another tourist come to pay his respects to China’s glorious past. Among a billion people, it was hard to get noticed sometimes.

      Slowly, he began the steps of the qigong, focusing on the quiet centre of his own body. At first he was ignored. And then he heard a sudden intake of breath and then another. The crowds streaming towards the gates of the Forbidden City stopped and gathered in a semicircle around him instead. He heard the shouts of security guards urging the visitors to keep moving. They hadn’t seen him yet. He continued the slow gentle steps, feeling the peace flow through his body like a clear stream down a mountainside. He saw a few mobile phones held up and wondered whether any of the photographers would be brave enough to post pictures of his lonely dissent on the Internet. Luo Gan sensed rather than saw the security police force their way through the crowd. He was grabbed by two uniformed men and flung to the ground. One of them kicked him in a kidney, but he remained alert enough to hear the other warn him not to do it in front of witnesses. They hauled him back to his feet, handcuffed his hands behind his back and frogmarched him towards a police vehicle that had drawn up, sirens screaming, on the main road.

      ‘Will you let them do this?’ he asked the crowd.

      The people, represented by the four stars on the flag, answered him in deed, quickly moving away, grabbing their children by the arms and turning towards the Forbidden City again. Some used their umbrellas as shields, shutting him from view, from memory. No one wanted to get involved, to get into trouble.

      From there to the correctional facility for ‘re-education through labour’ had not taken long.

      Luo Gan raised his hammer and smashed a rock into pieces. A shard flew up and cut his cheek and Luo Gan paused to wipe away the blood. Brave or foolish? The truth was that it really didn’t matter.
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      Qing worked on the assembly line for thirteen hours a day with two breaks for meals at the factory canteen, usually a thin soup, rice and a dish of boiled vegetables soaked in soy sauce. She did the work mechanically, ensuring the covers were aligned with the bodies of the calculators, clipping them on and then sending them down the chain to the next woman whose job was to stack the finished product twenty in a box for export. Before her, on the assembly line, were dozens of women adding the component parts to the devices before they came to her. The women worked in silence; the factory floor supervisors disapproved of distracting chatter.

      She wore long overalls over her clothes and a pair of Nike shoes that a friend who worked at the shoe factory had obtained for her for a few yuan, a lot less than the foreigners would be paying in their shiny shops in New York and Singapore. Qing’s short curly hair, crimped in a salon, with one of her earliest pay cheques, was covered in a plastic cap as per company regulations. She was not sure why. Were the bosses worried that a consumer might discover dandruff in the depths of their ‘Made in China’ calculator?

      It was usually the fresh migrants from the distant provinces who found themselves trapped in the lowest form of employment, assembly line unskilled work. It didn’t take long for most of them to learn the ropes and make their escape – usually by developing more sought-after skills, more often by lying about possessing such skills. A factory worker Qing knew had impressed a potential employer at a job mart by speaking a few words of English.

      She’d laughed as she packed her things, ready to move up in the world to an office job. ‘You know, Qing, he did not understand what I said in English. And that is good because I have no idea what I said either – just a few words I picked up at the language centre!’

      In the new China, Qing had realised, it wasn’t the skills that mattered but how convincing one was in pretending to have them. She sometimes wondered if people with more important jobs, like surgeons and builders, adopted the same approach. A scary thought but not one she wasted much time on. It wasn’t her problem.

      As she clipped the covers on, Qing tried to decide what to do. She dreamed of getting a decent job, one that paid good money, perhaps as a filing clerk in an office in Beijing. A clerical job would almost double the wage she had here. Overtime might be paid on time and there would be only four to a dormitory unlike the stinking twelve at this factory. Bliss indeed. And she might have European bosses; everyone knew they were the best. The next were the Americans. Those from Hong Kong were bad, but the worst were the Chinese themselves. They didn’t care about the workers, their pay, the conditions – they were only interested in productivity, efficiency and preventing their employees from leaving for better positions by holding on to their wages and their papers as security.

      Despite this, Qing knew she was lucky. There were hardly any factories left in Beijing and she had found work at a small one well outside the 5th Ring Road, next to a manufacturer of local cars, around ten kilometres past the airport. If she had not found this small place, she would have ended up in Dongguan where life was even worse for the rural girls trying to make a living. In Beijing, at least, she was close to her aunt – not many factory girls had the comfort of a relative close by. And, there was every possibility that she would be able to better herself, improve her lot in life, without resorting to lying about her abilities to potential employers.

      Qing brushed her fringe out of her eyes with the back of her arm. She really needed to find some time and space to think, to decide what to do with what she knew and what she had seen. She would have to trade shifts and free up some time despite the risk of being caught and sacked. The factory was freezing, air conditioned to prevent damage to the electronics, so her fellow workers would have assumed that her sudden shudder was a product of the cold, not fear. But Qing had felt heavy feet in big boots dance on her grave for a moment.

      The bell rang to indicate the end of the shift. The women rose as one and the sudden cackling of human voices reminded her of the hen house at the farm where her mother still collected the eggs and her father worked their half-acre. Or at least, she assumed they were still doing it, she hadn’t called home in a while.

      Feeling guilty, maybe even hoping for some comfort from home, she slipped out to the small bare earth yard and extricated her mobile phone from her pocket.

      She rang the number of her parents’ home and listened to the distant ring. The echo captured the emptiness of the thousands of miles between them.

      ‘Mama, this is Qing.’

      ‘Where have you been? We’ve been so worried.’

      ‘I’m fine, Mama. I was quite busy for a while and am also looking for a new job with improved conditions.’

      ‘How can you find steady employment if you are ready to throw away every job? If one does not plough, there will be no harvest.’

      ‘But I am still in Beijing.’

      ‘That is good – at least your aunt can keep an eye on you. I hope you visit her every week.’

      Qing decided not to mention that she had not seen her mother’s older sister for a while. The last time she had been to visit had thrown up her present conundrum.

      ‘Have you found a new job?’

      ‘Not yet. But there are other opportunities. Things will get better soon.’ She wondered which of them she was trying to convince.

      ‘Surely you understand that we have great need here? To put your younger brother through middle school is not cheap. But he is a bright boy and deserves a chance.’

      ‘At this moment I don’t have much money, but I will send some as soon as I can.’

      ‘Your father is not well, he needs expensive medicine for his cough. The government clinics have all closed down and we must pay for everything. And can you believe the neighbours have a new colour television, such is the generosity of their two daughters who are migrants.’

      Her mother was getting to the crux of the matter. Farm families spent most of their time comparing possessions obtained through the toil of their faraway offspring. Success was measured in home extensions, electrical goods and extra helpings of meat at meal times. Qing knew that she had not delivered so far. She felt a stab of resentment at her mother’s demands and then suppressed a sigh. She could not blame her parents. It was the only way they knew. Neither of them had been further than fifty miles from the village of their birth. How to explain the big cities, the temptations, the opportunities, the traps? It was impossible.

      ‘Do not worry, Mama. I have a very good method to earn some real money soon and then Papa’s cough will be better and you will both watch Chinese soap operas on the biggest colour television money can buy.’

      ‘You are a good and dutiful daughter,’ said her mother. Even across the distant line, Qing could hear the higher tone that signalled her improved mood. The factory girl grimaced as she rang off. Why had she been debating her next course of action as if she was one of those rich people who had a choice about what to do in life? The bottom line was the bottom dollar and she would have to seize this unexpected opportunity, however dangerous, with two greedy hands.

       

      SQ800. Had the number been chosen because the Chinese believed that the numeral eight was lucky and symbolised good fortune and wealth? Were there any SQ444 flights to China? Singh doubted it. There would have been empty planes on the route as the Chinese words for ‘four’ and ‘death’ sounded similar to native ears. In fact, decided Singh as his plane reacted to turbulence like a small boat on stormy seas, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t have caught flight ‘death’ to China either.

      ‘Your Indian vegetarian meal is ready, Inspector Singh.’

      The policeman smiled at the stewardess. The Singapore police department was flying him business class and it was a pleasure to find a seat big enough for him to house his posterior comfortably. And who would have expected a curry at thirty-eight thousand feet? Singh’s enthusiasm waned when he saw the mountain of chickpeas in front of him. He’d been hoping for more variety – some pickles perhaps, or yogurt. Still, a man who eschewed food was a skinny man and the inspector was certainly not that. He gulped some beer and tucked in, slowly reviewing the rest of his conversation with Superintendent Chen.

      ‘Beijing? The victim was killed in Beijing?’ he’d asked. ‘Surely you don’t think I’d be of any use there! I don’t even speak Chinese.’

      The Singapore government had run a campaign called Speak Mandarin First. Singh had immediately decided to speak it last. After all, he was not a school-going child to be bullied into memorising an Oriental system of hieroglyphics so that his nation could find favour with the global superpower of the future.

      ‘Believe me, I don’t think you’re the right man for the job,’ said Chen. ‘I put forward every single policeman above the rank of sergeant ahead of you.’

      ‘What is the job? Who’s dead anyway?’

      ‘Justin Tan – the twenty-three-year-old son of the First Secretary at the Singapore Embassy in China.’

      Singh steepled his fingers and stared at his superior. ‘How important is the First Secretary?’

      ‘Very important. China is a critical posting.’

      ‘Then why is he getting me?’

      ‘She – Susan Tan.’

      ‘All right – why is she getting me?’

      Chen didn’t pretend to misunderstand. His most successful crime solver was only sent abroad to keep him out of mischief or if a scapegoat was necessary. The fact that trouble, in the form of mysterious corpses, followed him wherever he went was an unhappy coincidence. Singh suspected that Chen half believed that he killed them himself just to have something to do.

      ‘You wouldn’t have been my choice –’

      ‘You mentioned that already.’

      – ‘but the First Secretary demands it and she has the backing of the Ambassador.’

      ‘The “poppadum policeman”?’

      ‘Exactly. Your exploits have been well documented in the press and the First Secretary seems to think that you’re the man for the job. She insisted we send you.’

      Singh exhaled slowly and licked his pink pouting lower lip. Maybe he shouldn’t have been so chuffed that the story of his Indian exploits had been picked up by the international newswires. Not if he was going to be summoned by various Singaporean diplomats to investigate the death of their offspring in foreign parts. Where next? Kazakhstan? Venezuela? North Korea?

      ‘How was her son killed?’

      ‘Bludgeoned to death in some back alley.’

      ‘Wasn’t there an investigation?’

      ‘The Chinese police concluded it was the work of unidentified ruffians during the course of a robbery.’

      ‘But the mother is convinced there’s more to the story?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So? The mothers are always convinced there’s more to the story…’

      ‘She’s an influential woman at an important post – you’re the cavalry.’

      Singh picture himself galloping to the rescue astride a horse. Poor horse.

      ‘I don’t have to tell you that relations with China are very sensitive right now…’

      ‘Why right now?’

      ‘The Chinese authorities are not happy about the bad press Chinese migrants are getting in Singapore.’

      ‘Ahh – the China girls!’

      Chen looked surprised that Singh was so well informed about tensions between citizens and newcomers but he nodded. ‘Yes – we’ve had to cut back on people from the mainland coming to Singapore and the Chinese government is offended.’

      ‘Am I on some sort of secondment to the Chinese police?’

      ‘No, this is off the record. The First Secretary is cashing in a lot of favours to get you to China.’

      ‘If it’s not official, why are you worried?’

      ‘I’m afraid that you’ll somehow find a way to cause a diplomatic incident. Isn’t that what you usually do?’

      ‘We aim to please,’ said Singh, smiling cheerfully.

      ‘I’m giving you a week,’ said Chen, ‘and not a minute more.’

      Now, as he wiped his plate with a slice of bread to ensure that no drop of gravy went to waste, the inspector regretted that flippant remark. A young Singaporean man had gone to China to die. And now Singh was being sent to find out who had done it. Three weeks too late, in a country he knew nothing about, where he did not speak the language and where people with power and influence would be watching his every move. If he annoyed someone important, they’d probably send him off to a work camp and he’d spend the rest of his life breaking rocks with a pick and eating Chinese food. This case was precisely the sort that he would have crossed several streets to avoid. Maybe crossed several streets, skipped lunch, the accompanying cold beer and even forsaken his post-prandial cigarette.

      Still, he decided, closing his heavy lids and gently letting sleep claim him, all he had to do was back up the official Chinese version. Killed by unidentified ruffians in the course of a robbery. It sounded perfectly plausible to Singapore’s leading criminal detective. After all, who would have a motive to kill the son of the First Secretary? This Justin Tan had been an unlucky young man. Not the first, and certainly not the last. He’d be in and out of Beijing in twenty-four hours if he stuck to the script.

       

      Anthony Tan, husband of the First Secretary, could still remember a time when the future had looked bright. A time when his son was still alive and he’d been on the cusp of the sort of financial breakthrough that would have allowed him to hold his head up, to stand tall as a man and not merely be the husband of a successful woman.

      ‘Where are you going?’ asked his wife, the disdainful tone a provocation in itself.

      ‘I have a meeting.’

      ‘With whom?’

      ‘Do I ask you which country’s diplomats you are meeting? No! So why must you know whom I see?’

      ‘Because your business dealings have the capacity to embarrass me as well as the Singapore government.’

      ‘That is only your prejudice – my work allows Singapore companies to take part in the Chinese economic miracle. I do more for Singapore interests in China than you do.’ It was an old argument. Both protagonists uttered their lines by rote but much of the feeling had gone. That was what happened when you lost a son.

      ‘Many of the business practices here do no pass the smell test. You should be careful which projects you become associated with.’

      ‘I become “associated”, as you say, with the profitable ventures.’ Crooked fingers traced the inverted commas.

      ‘That cannot be your only criteria. Some of the Chinese parties are basically criminals, pure and simple.’

      ‘Entrepreneurs and nationalists,’ he retorted.

      It was too much of a clue for someone of his wife’s insight. ‘You are going to see Dai Wei, aren’t you?’

      ‘Why do you object to him? He’s a brilliant deputy mayor of Beijing. He’s cracking down on organised crime in the city. The people view him as a hero.’

      ‘When a turnip is pulled out of the ground, some soil will inevitably come with it,’ was his wife’s cryptic response.

      Anthony Tan walked out of the residence without bothering to respond. Her suggestion that Dai Wei would eventually be tainted by association with the same people he was cracking down on was the common view among the supercilious elite. The First Secretary’s husband took the Embassy limo that was assigned to his wife. Strictly, he was not permitted to use the vehicle for non-consular activity but he didn’t really care. Who was going to stop him anyway? Everyone knew that rules were made to be bent if not broken. The only martinet was his wife – she, who saw life in black and white. No shades of grey. No compromise.

      Anthony Tan’s meeting with Dai Wei was at his business offices, the penthouse of a gleaming new building in the heart of the business district. He knew it was his last chance to persuade Dai Wei to play along. The question was – would it work? It had to. The money he’d borrowed from the moneylender to grease the wheels was overdue. And Anthony Tan knew that his life would not be worth a bucket of warm spit if he did not get the deputy mayor to fast track the planning permit, receive his commission from the developers and pay the fellow back.

      The Singaporean stepped out of the car, walked to the elevator at a slightly heightened pace and adjusted his tie in the mirrored walls. He looked, he decided, like a man who knew what he was doing. A dark, conservative suit, the hair well-combed and trimmed, the good-looking face, thinner than it had been before Justin’s death and lined enough to suggest maturity, gravitas. There was no doubt about it in Anthony Tan’s mind – he belonged in the big time. He exited the lift, patted his hair down and announced himself to the secretary cum supermodel at the front desk. He wondered whether she could type or whether she was purely for show. He suspected the latter. Dai Wei was famous for having an eye for beautiful things – his wife was a perfect example. Anthony Tan bit back his resentment that a short, pushy man like Dai Wei should have as many badges of success as an enthusiastic Boy Scout while he, Anthony, blessed with so many natural gifts, was reduced to the role of supplicant.

      ‘Mr Dai will see you in ten minutes,’ said the supermodel, smiling sweetly to reveal implausibly perfect teeth. ‘He’s on a conference call.’

      Great. He would have to kick his heels and pretend he didn’t mind. It was the privilege of the powerful to keep lesser beings waiting and Anthony knew from experience that Dai Wei was a wielder of power who enjoyed every petty display.

      ‘Would you like coffee or tea?’

      ‘Tea,’ he snapped. His nerves were already getting the better of him.

      In a few minutes, tea arrived on a tray carried by another employee, this one dressed in dark trousers and a white shirt with a small bow tie at his neck. Anthony acknowledged the drink with a curt nod, scalded his lips on his first sip and tried to decide what he was going to say to the man who held his future in his hands. Despite the financial hole he was in and the fact that Dai Wei was the one who had wielded the shovel, he knew he would have to proceed with extreme caution.
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