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				Day 1 – Morning
 Peranakan Pervert kept staring at my cleavage. I’m Chinese. My cleavage is distinctly average at best, but the bra cup and the cut of my top accentuated my dullest features.
 He was using my resumé as a shield, stealing glances over the top of it. ‘Ah, national junior badminton champion,’ he blurted out.
 ‘Yes,’ I muttered, pulling at the edges of my skirt.
 ‘I used to play a bit of badminton myself.’ Peranakan Pervert locked his fingers, turned his palms towards me and stretched his arms. The saggy flesh around his triceps wobbled. He leaned across the desk. ‘Used to be the news desk champion.’
 ‘Really?’
 ‘Yeah, you can ask them.’ He pointed enthusiastically through the glass partition that separated him from the other journalists, beavering away at their desks. ‘You ask them.’
 Peranakan Pervert really wanted me to ask them.
 ‘I will.’
 ‘Yeah.’ He threw his hands behind his head, revealing both the underside of his pale, wobbly arms and clumps of armpit hair. ‘You should.’
 We had exhausted the topic of his conversation, but one of us hadn’t quite realised it yet.
 ‘That’s why you’re so fit,’ he said.
 ‘I’m sorry?’
 ‘Your physique.’ He was now drawing the outlines of my shoulders in the air. ‘Your upper body strength.’ He was now pointing at my breasts. ‘You can tell you are an athlete.’
 I shrugged. ‘No more already.’
 ‘What happened?’
 ‘Er, too many injuries. Too much studying. I couldn’t balance everything.’
 ‘Well, you balanced your studies.’ He waved my resumé in the air. ‘First class honours degree in Mass Comm at NTU. That’s impressive.’
 ‘Thank you.’
 Peranakan Pervert decided to look serious. He said, ‘Why do you want to be a journalist?’
 He ran a hand through his hair. He was in his late 50s, so it was thick and black and dyed.
 I said, ‘I’ve always wanted to be a writer.’
 He leaned forward. ‘But you know that you’ll be expected to do much more than that, right? As section head, I’ll be your overall supervisor for your six-month probationary period. But we’ll expect you to work across all platforms. Online news. Radio. And then TV. Two months each one. And when you get confirmed, as I’m sure you will, we’ll decide which area to focus on.’
 ‘Sounds good,’ I said.
 ‘Of course, it doesn’t really matter now. Cross-pollination is essential for any newsroom. It’s quite possible you’ll file a story for the website in the morning, promote it on news radio in the afternoon and then possibly do a piece to camera in the evening.’
 ‘Sure.’ I was eager to get started. Peranakan Pervert was rubbing his thighs too much.
 He said, ‘I think you’ll do well on the TV side.’
 ‘Why?’
 ‘You’ve got that …’ Peranakan Pervert waved a hand in front of his face. ‘Look.’
 ‘What look is that?’
 ‘A TV look.’ He pretended to read my resumé to hide his blushes. ‘Your writing impressed your tutors though.’
 I reiterated that I wanted to be a writer, rather than a TV presenter.
 My supervisor said, ‘Always good to have different options in the media though, not like me. I’ve got a face for radio.’
 Peranakan Pervert laughed far too loudly so I chuckled politely, which seemed to upset him. I took it upon myself to cheer him up. I asked if he did much radio. ‘Nah,’ he said wistfully. ‘Not since they put a camera in the studio.’
 Peranakan Pervert insisted on giving me a personal tour of the newsroom. The high ceilings and windows made the place feel like Changi Airport during lockdown. Most of the desk cubicles were bare, except for the odd ethernet cable.
 ‘It’s very quiet,’ I said.
 ‘Most of the journalists are out on assignment,’ my new supervisor said quickly.
 I noticed that the journalists took their computers and files and personal belongings with them on assignments, leaving nothing at all behind.
 ‘It’s a state-of-the-art media complex, with a fully integrated newsroom. We can now house every news, radio, production and broadcast journalist under one roof,’ he said proudly.
 I pointed out that the place was almost empty.
 Peranakan Pervert looked longingly around the vast, near deserted newsroom and said, ‘Yeah, most work from home now.’
 He cheered up when he spotted a balding Chinese man sitting alone at a cubicle, hunched over his computer. He said, ‘Ah, our chief sub-editor never works from home.’
 Peranakan Pervert led me by the arm, squeezing my bicep a little too tightly as we hurried past a row of empty desks. He said, ‘Uncle Groper, meet the new girl.’ Then to me, ‘This man is a newsroom legend. Been here for at least thirty years.’ Uncle Groper moved quickly to minimise all the tabs on his screen. He pushed his keyboard aside and opened a container of fishball noodles. He slurped loudly and beckoned me towards a swivel chair beside him. He slapped the chair hard and said, ‘You’re the new reporter, is it? What’s your name?’
 ‘Millie Lee,’ I said, accepting the chair beside his BO.
 ‘Wah, sounds like a movie star,’ he said. ‘You from which school?’
 ‘NTU.’
 ‘You work on their newsletter there?’
 ‘Yeah, I was the editor in my final year.’
 Uncle Groper almost choked on his soup. ‘Wah, this one a scholar, is it?’ Peranakan Pervert nodded, but Uncle Groper was clearly unimpressed. The old man said, ‘Everyone a scholar now. Can you write a headline or not?’ I thought I could so Uncle Groper tapped my knee with his sweaty hand. He said, ‘No, can you write a good headline or not? Come. Look at this story.’ He pointed a stubby finger at the screen. ‘This one about public transport. Gonna be a fare review next year. Prices will definitely go up. For buses and trains. What’s your headline?’
 Without really thinking, I said, ‘Er, I don’t know. More pain on the train?’ It wasn’t a great headline. Just a short, silly rhyme. I knew that. But it was early in the morning and I wasn’t expecting an early interrogation on sub-editing.
 ‘No, cannot,’ Uncle Groper snapped, tapping my exposed thigh this time. I was seriously regretting the skirt now.
 He said, ‘The headline is going to be “Bus and train fare structure to be reviewed”. I was dumbfounded. Both men could see it, too.
 At NTU, my editorship was built on a sense of camaraderie, openness and collective sharing.
 I couldn’t help myself. I said, ‘Isn’t that headline a bit …’
 ‘A bit what?’ Peranakan Pervert asked.
 ‘Well, a bit straight?’
 Uncle Groper digested my question as he digested a whole fish ball. He made as much noise doing both. He said, ‘Straight how?’
 I said, ‘It’s your main story on the homepage, right? It’s just a literal explanation of what’s going to happen.’
 Uncle Groper and Peranakan Pervert suddenly found me hilarious. ‘Aiyah, of course it’s literal. It’s a gahmen story,’ said Uncle Groper. ‘Just do what the gahmen says they will do. Save your puns for the silly stories and you’ll be fine.’ The old man squeezed my thigh this time. ‘Good luck, Millie Lee.’ He didn’t shake my hand, which was a blessing. His fingers were soaked in soup. And he had forgotten to close the porn tab on his computer.
  
 Day 1 – Lunchtime
 I went to lunch with Lauren Lam. She was an experienced news reporter and Peranakan Pervert had earlier suggested pairing me up with another woman. We met at a café across the road from the newsroom. She was also Chinese, but slightly older, probably in her late twenties and certainly wearier.
 She was good company though. She listened intently to my atypical story. I told her all about my journey from a three-room flat to top PSLE results and then onto one of the best Catholic girls’ schools in Singapore before ending up with a media scholarship.
 She wanted to know who I’d met in the newsroom.
 I said, ‘Well, Peranakan Pervert, obviously. He’s going to be my supervisor.’
 She nodded. ‘Yeah, he was mine when I was on probation. He’s been there since he left school. Must be almost sixty now. Loves working with the younger ones.’
 ‘Oh, and I met Uncle Groper,’ I added, cornering a spoonful of rice on my plate.
 ‘What did you get? Knee or thigh?’
 ‘Both.’
 Lauren smiled. ‘Wah, he likes you then.’
 I held the spoon to my mouth. ‘Have you ever seen him watch …’
 ‘Porn? All the time. He’s the original ah pek. Been scolded so many times already. Doesn’t care. They think it’s better he does it in the office, discreetly, rather than on the MRT.’
 On the plus side, Lauren said he was a very good sub-editor.
 She said, ‘Uncle Groper has won headline of the year. Twice.’
 She sensed my discomfort and started giggling. ‘I’m serious. There was one about a couple who proposed in a Burger King at Plaza Sing. His headline was “I only have fries for you”.’
 ‘That is good,’ I conceded, chewing the rice.
 ‘It’s better than his original headline.’
 ‘What was that?
 ‘Would you like to see my whopper?’
 I spat the rice across the café table. ‘Oh, shit. I’m so sorry.’
 ‘It’s fine,’ said Lauren, handing me a tissue from her packet. ‘Uncle Groper loves sex puns in his headlines. But then our older readers do too, especially the really puerile stuff. Most of them are Catholic school boys. Good English. Bad Mandarin. Lousy EQ.’
 ‘Yeah, I suppose,’ I said, wiping the last of the rice grains away.
 Lauren gazed at me, watching me ball up the tissue. She said, ‘Anyone try to shag you yet?’
 Her unexpected question floored me. ‘What? No, of course not.’
 ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘They will.’
  
 Day 1 – Afternoon
 Peranakan Pervert made me accompany him to the evening conference, where the section heads gathered to discuss the major stories for the next day. I was invited into the room, but not allowed to sit at the long mahogany table. My new supervisor ushered me towards a chair placed against the far wall.
 ‘Just observe,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you think over coffee later.’ Peranakan Pervert smiled at me, revealing nicotine-stained teeth. He reminded me of an uncle on my father’s side who only visited during Chinese New Year. He stank of stale cigarettes too.
 I was used to it though. Many media and arts students smoked at NTU. They were creative people after all.
 Mother Superior was the first to join us in the conference room. She was a middle-aged cross between Ursula from the Little Mermaid and Dustin from Stranger Things.
 Mother Superior had previously worked for the Internal Security Department. Mother Superior had no previous journalism experience.
 Mother Superior told experienced journalists how to write sensitive local copy. All local copy was sensitive in Singapore.
 Mother Superior was still single. She was married to the job.
 She dumped a stack of papers on the table. They were covered in red ink. She said, ‘I swear these interns get worse every year.’ She glared at me. ‘You an intern?’
 I shook my head.
 ‘No lah, this is Millie Lee,’ said Peranakan Pervert, sitting across from Mother Superior at the table. ‘The one I told you about lah.’
 ‘Can she write?’
 ‘Don’t know yet.’
 ‘None of them can write anymore.’
 Mother Superior took out a red pen and scrawled on the top sheet of paper. ‘Cannot even rewrite a press release,’ she growled. ‘Made this one cry this morning.’
 ‘Aiyoh, not again,’ said Peranakan Pervert. ‘Why?’
 ‘Juxtaposition,’ said Mother Superior. ‘Had the word “corrupt” in the same paragraph as “minister”.’ Mother Superior scrunched up the paper.
 Peranakan Pervert assumed the piece wasn’t suggesting the minister was corrupt. Mother Superior said, ‘Doesn’t matter. Juxtaposition. Cannot.’
 She threw the paper towards the wastepaper basket. She missed. No one moved to pick it up. The newsroom had underpaid foreign workers for that. I thought about picking up the paper myself when a whirlwind blew into the evening conference. Hokkien Half-Ball was only a few years older than me but dressed like a teenager. His hair was short and spiky. He was dressed in tight jeans and a Guns N’ Roses T-shirt. He looked like a US skateboarder from the suburbs. He sounded like Ah Beng from Sembawang.
 He even had a tattoo. A Chinese scholar with a tattoo was like a gay man in local politics. They had to exist, statistically, but I’d never met any.
 Hokkien Half-Ball was also ridiculously laidback, for a Chinese guy, for a Singaporean, for an Aussie surfer even. He oozed self-assurance. He owned the room immediately.
 ‘How can they concede a last-minute goal?’ He threw up his hands. ‘How? Basket.’ He slumped into a seat beside Peranakan Pervert, who asked how much he’d lost. ‘Too much.’
 Hokkien Half-Ball spotted me, sitting at the back of the room. He smiled at me. It was a cheeky smile. He had good teeth. ‘Hello.’
 ‘Hello,’ I croaked. My voice abandoned me. What the hell was wrong with me?
 ‘Ah, this is our lifestyle and commentary editor,’ said Peranakan Pervert, slapping his much younger colleague on the shoulder. They were obviously friends. ‘Used to be separate departments, but he was so talented they merged the two and gave him both.’
 Mother Superior tutted. But she didn’t look up. She had copy to eviscerate. Hokkien Half-Ball said, ‘Balls lah. After the last retrenchment exercise, I was the only one left.’ He was already on his feet, making his way around the long mahogany table. ‘Welcome to the newsroom,’ he beamed.
 His handshake was warm, but slightly clingy. He held on a little too long, long enough for the sweat to come between our palms. ‘Wah, you’re very young ah? How old are you?’
 I mumbled about being twenty-two, but almost twenty-three.
 ‘First job, is it?’
 ‘Yah.’
 ‘Me, too. And somehow, I’ve not been fired yet.’
 Hokkien Half-Ball was self-deprecating. I liked that.
 ‘There’s still time,’ Mother Superior muttered. She was not self-deprecating. She looked up this time though, revealing her tight curly hair and now all I could see was Dustin from Stranger Things.
 ‘You’re still here,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball, returning to his seat.
 ‘I still do my job properly,’ said Mother Superior, running a line through an entire paragraph.
 ‘How many interns did you make cry this week?’
 ‘Two.’
 ‘Only two?’ Hokkien Half-Ball folded his arms in mock disgust. ‘It used to be many more at ISD, right?’
 This time, Mother Superior did not look up. She did grimace though. Beneath the curls, she looked like a Cabbage Patch Kid. Her previous job had been with the Internal Security Department. It was an obvious stick to beat her with. Our editors and section heads often came from different government ministries or were handpicked scholars.
 Our board members tended to come from the Singapore Armed Forces. They didn’t know the rules of subject-verb agreement, but they did know the rules of engagement in the South China Sea, which must be useful tips to pass on to young writers.
 Mother Superior decided to change the subject. She said, ‘He’s late again.’
 ‘He’s busy wha’,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball, scrolling through his phone. ‘Hey, you think Man U one ball can ah?’
 ‘Nah, not worth it,’ said Peranakan Pervert.
 I had no idea what they were talking about.
 ‘I know who is worth it,’ whispered Hokkien Half-Ball.
 ‘Eh, cannot, I was first.’
 ‘Too old already.’
 I had no idea that they thought I was deaf either.
 Slick Scholar silenced them. Slick Scholar silenced all of us. Even Mother Superior stopped brutalising a court report and lowered her red pen. They all looked towards him. I looked towards him. This was a near religious experience for me. It was close to being an orgasmic experience.
 Slick Scholar was only thirty-three and a national editor already. He was like a weird mix of Mark Zuckerberg and the Winklevoss twins. He was a fast-talking polymath who could still attract women. His first book of poetry was published before his A-Level results.
 Some of it was even readable.
 His degree came from Cambridge, the masters came from Harvard and the government approval came from the highest levels. He was the anointed one. He did the one-on-one interviews with cabinet ministers. He was involved with international foundations and advised think tanks. He sailed for Raffles Institution and Cambridge.
 He was a real man of the people.
 But he could write. He could really write. His columns on nationhood and what it meant to be a Singaporean genuinely inspired me. He was one reason why I was sitting at the back of the room. Now he was standing at the front of that same room. And he looked a bit like Henry Golding. That really didn’t help matters. Eventually, I realised that he was staring at me. Everyone was staring at me. I was standing up.
 No one else was standing up.
 When he’d entered the room, my Catholic school default setting had returned and I’d scrambled to my feet, like I was ready to recite the national bloody pledge.
 ‘Oh, hello, you must be Millie,’ said Slick Scholar, slowly and smoothly. He knew my name. He interviewed prime ministers and presidents regularly, but he knew my name.
 ‘Yes, I am, and you must be a sexy genius.’
 That’s what I thought anyway.
 ‘Er, yeah … yeah … I’m, er, Millie … Hello.’
 That’s what I actually said, trying to avoid the other smirking men in the room and a tut-tutting sociopath with a red pen.
 ‘Well, come and join us at the table then,’ said Slick Scholar, taking his seat.
 Mother Superior dumped a stack of papers on the seat beside her. Hokkien Half-Ball pulled back the chair beside him. ‘Come lah.’
 I joined the men’s side of the table. Peranakan Pervert appeared to be dribbling. On the other side, Mother Superior looked ready to stab me in the throat with her red pen.
 Slick Scholar said, ‘OK, I’ve got a meeting upstairs after this with Captain Mayhem. So I’ll need to make this a quick one.’
 Captain Mayhem is the CEO of our English media organisation. Captain Mayhem’s first language is not English.
 Captain Mayhem has no media training or experience. Captain Mayhem’s previous career was spent entirely in the finance and banking sectors.
 Captain Mayhem was hired to lead our transformation across all digital media platforms and to connect with the lost audience of Generation Z. Captain Mayhem is sixty-seven years old.
 Captain Mayhem once thought that TikTok was an online version of noughts and crosses.
 Captain Mayhem is the CEO of our English media organisation.
 ‘Right, I’ll go first,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball. ‘We’ve got an interview with the victim of the viral driver.’
 Slick Scholar leaned forward. ‘Which one?’
 Hokkien Half-Ball said, ‘That one ah, the one with the BMW.’
 ‘The one who ran over the security guard?’
 ‘No, the other BMW.’
 ‘The one who drove through the bus stop to cut the queue?’
 ‘No, the other one.’
 ‘The one who tekan the bus driver?’
 ‘No, the other one.’
 ‘Which one? I can’t keep up.’
 ‘The one who gave a middle finger to the pedestrian.’
 ‘That’s it?’
 ‘The pedestrian was a nine-year-old girl.’
 ‘Aiyoh. Can she talk?’
 ‘Can lah.’
 ‘Are they both the same race?’
 ‘Yah lah. I checked first.’
 ‘OK, good. But is that it? That’s your lead story?’
 ‘The video got 1.2 million hits already. We want the demographic, right?’
 ‘Fine. Better record a podcast as well then,’ said Slick Scholar, checking his watch. ‘What about you?’
 He turned to Mother Superior. She shuffled her papers like a newsreader and picked a sheet from the top of the pile. ‘The Government says inflation will continue to rise. The cost of living will increase. Prices will keep going up.’
 ‘Hmm. So how?’
 Mother Superior said, ‘So we go with the angle that inflation will drop in the future and use a big, cute picture of the Mid-Autumn festival.’
 ‘Very good. How is the National Day package coming along?’
 ‘Er, excuse me.’ I realised my hand was in the air.
 Slick Scholar was taken aback initially. Then he grinned at me. ‘Yes, Millie.’ I felt the eyes of the others in the room, burning holes through my forehead.
 ‘Nah, it’s OK, I just wasn’t sure of something. It’s nothing.’
 ‘Clearly, it’s something for you. What’s up?’ Slick Scholar’s voice was wasted on us. He should be reading inspirational audiobooks for a living.
 I said, ‘It’s just that the current news is that inflation is going up today, right now, but our angle is going to be that inflation will go down, eventually, at some unknown time in the future.’
 ‘God, they’re getting worse,’ hissed Mother Superior.
 ‘No, it’s a good point,’ said Slick Scholar, adjusting his white shirt. ‘But we’ve got to find the right balance.’
 ‘For who?’ I said.
 ‘For whom,’ Mother Superior corrected.
 ‘For our readers,’ Slick Scholar pointed out.
 ‘I bet you fifty bucks I shag her by National Day,’ Hokkien Half-Ball whispered.
 ‘On,’ Peranakan Pervert muttered, shaking hands with Hokkien Half-Ball below the table.
 ‘But it is a good point, a really good point,’ said Slick Scholar, sitting back, as if ruminating on something. He turned to Peranakan Pervert. ‘Who’s producing the National Day package?’
 ‘I am,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball.
 ‘Great. Take Millie with you. Come up with a colour piece that she can write.’
 ‘Sure.’ Hokkien Half-Ball winked at me, before leaning into Peranakan Pervert’s ear. ‘Make it a hundred,’ he whispered.
  
 Day 1 – Night
 I just woke from the most surreal dream. I was standing in front of thousands of flag-waving Singaporeans at the National Day Parade. I waved my notepad at them, trying to get their attention, but they kept singing Dick Lee’s Home back at me instead.
 A policeman tried to escort me from the stage. He removed his helmet to reveal that he was Hokkien Half-Ball. He winked at me and said: ‘Is that a truncheon or am I just pleased to see you?’
 He began to stalk me across the stage, pleading for a chance to show me his truncheon. I ran towards the crowd and shouted: ‘He’s trying to have sex with me!’ ‘No,’ cried Mother Superior, rising from her seat in the VIP section. ‘He IS trying to have sex with me! Never use contractions in your copy!’
  
 Day 4
 I had spent two days and nights reading up on previous National Day Parade coverage and still felt woefully underprepared. It didn’t help that Hokkien Half-Ball was humming the melody of Dick Lee’s Home as we drove to the Padang. I could only see him coming towards me with his truncheon. ‘Don’t worry lah,’ he said, changing lanes and not signalling. ‘It’s the same every year. Big military display for Malaysia and some nice fireworks for TV. Just get some heart-tugging shit about “what it means to be Singaporean”. And get some crying. Must have crying. After the last show, all the editors want crying.’
  
 After an hour of trudging up and down the metal staircases of the temporary stands around the Padang, I realised that Singaporeans didn’t really cry. My father has never cried, not in front of me anyway. He’s a typically taciturn Singaporean male: hardworking, serious and largely incapable of public displays of emotion, unless he’s sitting at a mahjong table on a Sunday afternoon. My mother cries when she’s watching her favourite Chinese dramas, the ones with actors pretending to have special needs to win awards. But she’s never wept in public.
 And no one had the decency to sob at the National Day Parade either. Eventually, I tracked down an older Chinese guy wiping his eyes. He was in his early fifties and had voluntarily painted his face red and white – so I thought I had a chance. But I had no real idea how to initiate the conversation. This was my first proper assignment for a national news organisation. I needed five hundred words of nationalistic colour with a weepy patriot thrown in, but I couldn’t approach a stranger and say, ‘excuse me, sir, why are you blubbing like a toddler?’
 In the end, I opted for subtlety (at least, I thought I was being subtle.) ‘Hello, my name is Millie Lee, I’m a news reporter,’ I said cheerily, flashing teeth and tapping my notepad. ‘What do you think of the parade?’
 ‘Damn good,’ he said.
 ‘Yes, it is, isn’t it? Just what we needed after a tough few years.’
 ‘Yah.’ He waved a little Singapore flag in the air.
 I said, ‘When the armed forces came out just now, you seemed to get emotional.’
 ‘Yah.’
 ‘Why do you think you cried?’
 He wiped his nose and glared at me. ‘Eh? Where got crying?’
 ‘Just now,’ I insisted. ‘I saw you wiping your eyes.’
 ‘Allergy lah.’
 ‘Oh, right. My photographer just took a picture of you. Thought you were emotional.’
 ‘I am. Fed up with the dust. Too much dust in Singapore.’
 ‘Yah.’
 He pointed a condescending finger at me, the one typically used by older Chinese men to talk down to anyone younger or female. He said, ‘You should do a story about dust in Singapore. Every day, I’m sniffing. My eyes are watering. It’s no joke.’
 ‘Right.’ I checked my watch. I was getting desperate. ‘Can I use your photo anyway?’
 ‘What for?’
 ‘It looks nice. You’re waving your flag. Your eyes are filling up.’
 ‘With dust! You gonna write about NDP dust is it?’
 I laughed awkwardly, suddenly hating my job, my scholarship and my life choices in general. ‘No, no, of course not.’ I tapped my notepad again. I wasn’t giving up. ‘Can I ask you about the parade though?’
 I was pleading, practically begging. I needed a usable quote, something, anything, that I could take back to Slick Scholar to demonstrate my potential. Technically, I didn’t need permission to use the photo of Allergy Man. He was attending a public event at a public place. I didn’t need to mention his emotional state – or his aversion to dusty surfaces – the juxtaposition would be enough. His weepy eyes. My prose. The readers would make the connection, subconsciously. And the sneaky juxtaposition might leave Mother Superior seriously pissed off.
 So I pressed ahead. I said, ‘Just a quick quote, maybe? How the parade has been for you. Can?’
 I flashed my smile again. For two years, my braces had made me depressed every time I saw myself in the mirror of the school toilets. The braces made my dad angry every time he saw the bill. But they were worth it now.
 My smile worked on people, particularly Chinese men and especially older Chinese men.
 Allergy Man said, ‘Yeah, OK.’
 I could’ve kissed his snotty face. ‘Great, thanks,’ I said, flipping open the notepad. ‘So what have you thought of the parade so far?’
 ‘Too hot.’
 My pen hovered above the notepad. ‘Too hot?’
 ‘Not enough shelter.’
 ‘Understand, but what about the show itself?’
 ‘Too long.’
 I wanted to drop him into a silo filled with dust.
 I said, ‘Why did you come to the NDP?’
 ‘My wife lah. Her company is involved this year. Made me paint my face some more.’ He looked disgusted with himself.
 I said, ‘OK, well, thanks for your time. Can I just get your name?’
 Allergy Man sat up straight. He put down his Singapore flag. ‘Eh, why ah?’
 ‘Why what?’
 ‘Why you need my name?’
 ‘Every quote I get must have a name to show that the quotes are real.’
 ‘Better not.’ He waved me away. I felt like a mosquito. ‘My company might not like it.’
 I said, ‘You’ve only said the NDP is too long and too hot. You’re not saying anything controversial.’
 Allergy man shook his head and said, ‘In Singapore, you never know. Cannot.’
 I had never felt more patriotic.
 As the uniformed staff of several Singaporean companies marched past the old City Hall building, I headed backstage and found myself with the Four Major Races. They were the co-hosts for the National Day Parade.
 The Four Major Races were a bit like a United Nations cover band of Abba. There were two women and two men, but they were CMIO rather than Swedish. The Chinese-Malay-Indian-Others (CMIO) model is popular in Singapore, but essential at events like the NDP.
 To mix things up, the Four Major Races included Chinese Personality, Malay Artiste, Indian Artiste and Eurasian Personality.
 One day, I’ll find out the difference between an artiste and a personality in Singapore. The Four Major Races were having their T-zones touched up and were rehearsing their next links.
 Outside, brave pilots roared past in their patriotic phallic symbols. The top guns soared off towards the coastline – it didn’t take long – which increased the tension backstage.
 A sweaty, skinny guy hovered around the Four Major Races, speaking into a headset and nodding like a chicken attacking seeds. ‘OK, OK, got it,’ he shouted into the mic, before turning to the co-hosts. ‘They say the energy is dropping outside,’ he cried. ‘This is what happens when you take sugary drinks out of their goodie bags.’
 ‘It’s no problem,’ said Chinese Personality. He was the most handsome of the Four Major Races. He was also dressed in baggy shirt and pants like a hip-hop dancer. He was in his mid-forties.
 ‘I’ll say, “Sing-a-pore, let’s make some noise”,’ he continued, far too enthusiastically for a grown man.
 ‘You said that before the break,’ said Indian artiste. ‘I’ll do my NDP rap.’
 ‘No lah, no more rapping. They’ve got a rap in the main performance,’ said Eurasian Personality. ‘I’ll just ask them if they’re having a good time.’
 ‘But the response might be muted,’ said Headset Guy, looking increasingly perplexed.
 ‘Aiyah, just do a quick call and response. Make them get louder and louder before we move on to the next segment,’ said Malay Artiste.
 ‘You’ve only got thirty seconds to do it,’ said the melting Headset Guy.
 ‘Can. No problem.’
 The Four Major Races shared fist bumps and headed towards the main stage. This was my chance. Chinese Personality was at the back of the group and walking in my general direction. He was also the most famous of the quartet (obviously, he was Chinese).
 ‘Excuse me, can I talk to you?’ I touched his elbow.
 He turned long enough to reveal the horror. To him, I wasn’t a reporter. I was a groupie. I was an idiotic groupie grabbing at his idiotic hip-hop costume. ‘Er, not really,’ he said, trying to tear himself away.
 As I lost my grip on his elbow, my hand slipped down his sweaty sleeve until it stopped at his palm, allowing my fingers to lock with his.
 We were essentially holding hands. I was holding hands with a man who was expected to entertain a nation in approximating fifteen seconds. He was holding hands with a stalker.
 I needed to explain my intentions better.
 I said, ‘I just need a quick one.’
 That wasn’t explaining my intentions better.
 ‘No,’ he insisted, trying to pull his hand from mine.
 I needed to explain my intentions faster.
 ‘I’ll be done in a few seconds.’
 Who was saying these words? Why were they coming from me?
 ‘I’m going on stage now,’ said Chinese Personality, literally removing my hand and placing it against my own thigh.
 ‘OK, I’ll be here when you get back.’ I sounded pathetic.
 He looked at me like I was a mangy stray about to be put down, and left. This time, there was a hand on my shoulder. Headset Guy threw me out of the backstage area.
 So I didn’t see the Four Major Races rally the crowd and work them into a noisy fervour before introducing hundreds of young dancers to the stage. I didn’t see the dancers’ hip-hop interpretation of this year’s NDP theme – Singapore, Always and Forever – alongside dozens of percussionists.
 And I didn’t see the star performer collapse on stage from nervous exhaustion or the medical crew whisk her away from camera phones as the NDP cut to a commercial. I didn’t even hear the screams from the crowd.
 Instead, I found myself in a darkened corridor with an empty notepad, wondering if it’s possible to have a media scholarship cancelled in the first week. I heard a voice say, ‘What are you writing about?’
 I mumbled, ‘Ah nothing, just scribbling.’ I looked up. I had been joined by a pale teenager. She was sitting in a wheelchair, sipping water slowly. We were alone in the corridor.
 ‘Are you OK?’ I asked.
 ‘Yeah. Just waiting for an ambulance.’
 ‘What happened?’
 ‘I fucked up the National Day Parade.’
 I held her hand. I reassured her. I promised to keep her company until the ambulance arrived and then I hammered out a thousand words on a selfless young woman who had pushed her weary body to the limit in service of a grateful nation. Within minutes of filing the story, a giddy Slick Scholar called to inform me that he was pushing my hip-hop hero exclusive to the top of the home page. I floated out of the Padang and got drunk with Hokkien Half-Ball.
 And then I had sex with Hokkien Half-Ball.
  
 Day 5 – Morning
 I stayed in bed and pretended to be asleep. This was difficult as Hokkien Half-Ball was singing You’ll Never Walk Alone in the shower. I had to assume that he was either a Liverpool fan or had no sense of irony. I had walked alone in bed last night. The sex had not been great.
 Being drunk hadn’t helped, but the alcohol had also left Hokkien Half-Ball with flushed cheeks. It was like having sex with a tomato.
 Fortunately, he didn’t last long. He fell asleep on top of the thin sheet, still naked. It was a struggle to see him in the dark, especially through drunken eyes, but I won’t be eating shrimp any time soon.
 I felt him crawling across the bed. He said, ‘How does it feel to have your first exclusive?’
 Honestly, it felt great. I had wanted nothing else since I was a teenager, to see my name beneath a major headline, my byline, my words on a major news platform. I had waited years for this moment. I had dreamt of this moment. I just didn’t want to share it with a naked lifestyle editor and his shrimp cocktail.
 I thought about fake snoring. But I wasn’t even sure if I snored in my sleep or how loudly. He might know now. He would know a lot of things about me now. And that made me angry, not for sleeping with him – we were both adults – but for being such a cliché. The ditzy new girl sleeps with the sleazy boss. I was starring in my own Korean drama. I was in no mood to look at him – or myself – right now. Besides, I was still hungover. I was feeling nauseous. I was genuinely worried that I might throw up if I rolled over and saw his manhood standing to attention. But I didn’t want this moment sullied either. I had worked too hard for it, too many late nights studying, too many assignments, too many missed dinner dates to get the highest grades, to get the media scholarship and the chance for an exclusive like this.
 I had to see my name above my words.
 I rolled over. Thankfully, he was wearing a towel. He was picking at clumps of dried deodorant in his armpit hair. ‘Oh, you’re awake,’ he said, grinning at me. Hokkien Half-Ball did have a cheeky smile.
 ‘Yeah lah. Heard you singing in the shower just now,’ I croaked, reaching for my phone on the bedside table, before stopping abruptly.
 Was I naked beneath the sheets? I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember much, except for him insisting on paying for the hotel room in cash – which was classy – and him asking if I had any protection because the 7-Eleven was a long walk away – which was even classier.
 My left hand felt a T-shirt and a pair of knickers. Thank God. I’d maintained a little dignity after the hazy euphoria had given way to mild self-loathing. Hokkien Half-Ball handed me his phone. ‘Take a look,’ he said, leaning across the crumpled bed. He had the faint outline of man-boobs. ‘It’s good.’
 It really was. The layout exceeded my expectations. Huge headline. Prominent text. Decent photo of the dancer lying on a hospital bed. The page designers had even cobbled together a photo byline for me, lifting the goofy mugshot from my security pass.
 I read the headline aloud.
 ‘From hip-hop hero to hospital heartbreak.’
 ‘Yeah, we love alliteration,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball, flexing his pecs, presumably for my benefit, to show off his lean frame. But the man-boobs looked like they were blinking at me. ‘So, how do you feel now?’
 I sat up in bed. ‘I feel good. First colour piece on my first major assignment. Wow. I’ve put the pressure on myself now.’
 Hokkien Half-Ball looked crestfallen. ‘No, I was talking about last night. Us. You know.’
 ‘Oh that, yeah.’ It was my turn to blush now. ‘It was good. Yeah. Good.’
 ‘I’m joking lah.’ 
 ‘Bastard.’ I threw a pillow at him.
 ‘It was a fun night. Maybe do it again soon.’ He threw the pillow back at me.
 ‘Yeah, maybe,’ I lied.
 ‘Must get another exclusive first,’ he said, giggling.
 ‘Asshole,’ I said, truthfully.
 He stared at me for a bit. For several terrifying seconds I thought he was considering trying his luck again, one more for the road before heading back to the office to collect his bloody winnings from Peranakan Pervert.
 The self-loathing was returning, in waves. I really didn’t want to be here now. The thought of having sex with him a second time, sober and in the daylight, turned my stomach. I’d never touch seafood again.
 He grinned at me. This was it. This was going to be my ‘Me Too’ moment, first week in the job, spurning the feeble advances of a randy supervisor in a cheap city hotel. But this wasn’t sunny California. This was sweaty Singapore. Local women hadn’t really had their ‘Me Too’ moment. I wasn’t sure if we’d even had a moment yet. Hokkien Half-Ball was close enough for me to smell the Marlboro. He must have had one in the bathroom. He was practically marriage material.
 ‘Come on ah,’ he said. ‘I’ve got more good news for you.’
 I found myself gripping the bedsheet. ‘Yeah? What’s that?’
 ‘The boss loves your story, thinks you’ve got a quirky writing style. Wants to meet you.’
 I felt the tension dissipate. ‘Really ah? Slick Scholar said that?’
 ‘No, not that boss. The boss.’
  
 Day 5 – Afternoon
 In American movies, old-school media proprietors had framed news articles on their office walls. Captain Mayhem had a sepia-tinted photo of himself in the army. He also had that innate air of self-satisfaction that only comes with the finest education and people saluting you – and agreeing with you – for most of your adult life.
 Captain Mayhem was always right because no one had ever accused him of being wrong.
 Weirdly, he didn’t look like a decorated soldier, but a char siu bao: pale, plump and wrinkled. He looked tiny in his high executive chair. His hair was aggressively parted from the side, presumably with a gardening rake.
 Captain Mayhem hadn’t been in the job long. Whenever the Singapore media industry needed a reinvention, they shook the banking and military trees until the coconuts dropped.
 He had risen to the highest ranks of the Singapore army and was then rewarded with a prestigious seat on one of the world’s largest banks. He was practically overqualified for a media job in Singapore.
 He invited me to take a seat at his mahogany desk. There was a framed photograph of him in a suit and tie accepting something important from another Chinese man in a suit and tie.
 ‘That was for a banking charity,’ he said, reading my mind. ‘My last job.’
 ‘Oh right.’
 I half-smiled, but I noticed his face drop. Had I sounded condescending? He waved a finger at me and said, ‘You are cheeky.’
 ‘What?’
 He spun his laptop around. My National Day Parade piece was on the screen. He tapped my byline. ‘You write cheeky pieces,’ he said.
 ‘Sorry,’ I mumbled.
 I was aware that I was turning red. That wasn’t good. I kept seeing Hokkien Half-Ball looking down at me. I’m never eating tomatoes again.
 Captain Mayhem said, ‘You are a cheeky piece writer.’
 Why wasn’t he speaking properly? Was he having a stroke?
 ‘I don’t understand, Mr Mayhem.’
 ‘Call me Captain.’
 He winked at me. He actually winked at me. Why were male journalists always winking at me in this place? Were they flirting or did they all have nervous twitches? I didn’t call him by his first name. I would never call him by his first name. He said, ‘We need more cheeky pieces like this. The first thing I did this morning was read your piece. And the second thing I did was call Slick Scholar. I told him. I want to meet this Millie Lee.’
 ‘Thank you, sir.’
 ‘Why you call me “sir”? Only my helper calls me “sir”.’
 ‘Sorry.’
 He said, ‘No, do not apologise. You are just what we need. My job here is to bring down our readership age. Young Singaporeans rarely read Singaporean news anymore. Why do you think that is?’
 I had a vague idea. The reason was sitting across from me. Old generals and semi-retired bankers are rarely found at the cutting edge of digital media technology. Of course, I had a fallback answer. Young journalists always have a fallback answer to pacify old journalists looking to explain away their failings.
 ‘Too many social media distractions,’ I said.
 ‘No, it’s a lack of voices,’ said Captain Mayhem.
 Suddenly, I was intrigued. He was on the verge of sounding relevant here. ‘What do you mean? I asked.
 ‘Come on. You know. What’s the real reason young people don’t read local content?’
 ‘Honestly?’
 ‘Honestly.’
 I took a breath. I had the most-read story in the country today. I was on a roll. Why not?
 I said, ‘Well, it’s the perception of editorial interference and the self-censorship that has gone on for so many years. Even my NTU lecturers talked about it. And they used to work here. Readers don’t trust us enough.’
 ‘Not true,’ cried Captain Mayhem. ‘Every survey shows that Singaporeans trust our news reporting.’
 ‘Who commissioned the surveys?’
 ‘We did. But that’s not the point. Our newsroom is full of respected, award-winning journalists?’
 ‘Who gave them the awards?’
 ‘We did. But that’s not the point. Our in-house awards are well respected.’
 ‘Where?’
 ‘In-house.’
 ‘Oh right.’
 ‘And you could soon be among them.’
 Captain Mayhem leaned across the desk. ‘I’m thinking of nominating your cheeky piece for our feature story of the month. Considering you are such a young writer, it’s one of the best pieces I’ve read in my media career.’
 Captain Mayhem had been a media CEO for four months.
 He tapped my photo byline and said, ‘And I want more like that?’
 ‘Young females?’
 He roared with laughter. ‘No. Well, yes. I want more cheeky pieces. Funny pieces. Human interest pieces. I’ve been saying to Slick Scholar. I watch short clips on TikTok almost every day. You know why or not? They’re funny. We need more funny on our pages.’
 Captain Mayhem stole a glimpse of my thighs as I crossed my legs. ‘We need more of you.’
 I thanked him as I tugged at the edge of my skirt.
 He said, ‘No, thank you for this great piece. You are going to help us to reconnect with young Singaporeans. What do you know about monkeys?’
  
 Day 5 – Evening
 At the news conference, Hokkien Half-Ball brought in curry puffs for everyone. He made a point of thanking Peranakan Pervert for paying for them. Peranakan Pervert complained about the ‘form guide’ letting him down.
 Slick Scholar had no clue what was going on but found their puerile bickering amusing. He asked if Peranakan Pervert had lost another bet.
 ‘Of course he has,’ said Mother Superior, not looking up from her demented scribbling. ‘What did you expect?’
 Then she peered over the top of her glasses, towards me. She didn’t speak at first. I felt exposed. I was sure she was going to jab a finger in my face and call me a whore.
 Instead, she said, ‘Your story today, not bad. Quite quirky.’ I expressed my sincere thanks, out of relief more than anything else. ‘But cannot edit,’ said Mother Superior. She looked at the giggling, leering men sitting among us and then said, ‘But I suppose that doesn’t matter, right?’
 ‘What does that mean?’ I was surprised at my aggressive tone.
 ‘It doesn’t mean anything,’ said Slick Scholar quickly. ‘Tell us about your monkey story.’
 It wasn’t my monkey story. It was Captain Mayhem’s monkey story. ‘I’m going to speak to the Mandai people later,’ I muttered.
 ‘Great,’ said Slick Scholar, clapping his hands together. ‘Right, let’s move on. I’ve had a request to make the new minister more relatable. So let’s do a photo shoot with him at a hawker centre.’
  
 Day 6 – Morning
 I had a dream about Mother Superior last night. We were in the Bukit Timah rainforest together. But she was wearing a monkey costume, jabbing her red pen at me and singing, I Wanna Be Like You. 
 And then Hokkien Half-Ball chased us through the forest.
  
 Day 6 – Evening
 I spent several sweaty hours with several sweaty spokespeople of the Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group. They were devoted to preserving Singapore’s wildlife, as long as their sanctuary group made money.
 We met at a quiet road near the Central Catchment Nature Reserve, which was home to more than five hundred native animal species. And the Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group was doing its best to kill all of them.
 Not officially, of course.
 Officially, the spokespeople insisted that the Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group was enhancing the island’s biggest green lung – by chopping chunks of it down. A hub of wildlife parks is going to be built to replace the displaced wildlife. This makes total sense to a country that knocks down a rainforest to build a condo called Rainforest Residences. It just doesn’t make much sense to the indigenous fauna. One minute, a monkey is hanging out among the trees. The next, it’s hanging off the side of a taxi, which made for a viral video on TikTok last week. But the video clip created a real problem for the PR department at the Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group. The monkeys were still being spotted around the unfinished eco-tourism hub, eating fruit and looking really cute.
 They were also being spotted on the roads around the eco-tourism hub, looking really dead.
 This is not good for Singapore. Why? Because this is a billion-dollar investment. This is not good for Captain Mayhem. Why? Because he sits on the board of the billion-dollar investment.
 And this is not good for me. Why? Because I’m expected to find a positive, uplifting story about long-tailed macaques that doesn’t involve roadkill.
 I was expected to coax this feel-good feature from the corporate communications department. The Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group’s PR staff were all dressed like a conservative version of Dora the Explorer and Bruce Wayne’s butler, half intrepid explorer, half corporate lackey. And they all had iPads, constantly checking their pre-approved soundbites and nodding at everything I said, in unison, like a chorus line of puppies.
 And they all spoke robotically.
 ‘Since we built rope bridges for the long-tailed macaques, there has been a seventy-eight per cent increase in safe passages from one side of the road to the other,’ said the director of the corporate communications division, sustainability and conservation, Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group.
 That was his complete title. I won’t type it out in full again. I have a life.
 ‘Yes, seventy-eight per cent,’ echoed the deputy director.
 ‘I have all the figures in this file,’ said another young executive, handing me a six-page press release I’d already read online. The press release came in a card folder, along with a calendar, a diary and a plastic flask in a reusable bag, on behalf of the sustainability and conservation division.
 ‘Yes, thank you,’ I said, reluctantly accepting the tote bag. I was already carrying a rucksack and holding my phone and notepad. ‘I read the figures in the press release.’
 I followed the trio along a boardwalk, which was built after developers cleared the outer forest to offer tourists a clearer view of the inner forest.
 The director said, ‘We’ve also built camera traps to monitor the monkeys across our different eco-corridors. We’ve counted six hundred and fifty-eight safe passages.’
 The deputy director said, ‘Yes, six hundred and fifty-eight safe passages.’
 The young executive said, ‘Yes, the figures are all in the press release.’
 ‘Yes, I read them last night,’ I said. ‘I also read about the resort you’re building in an area that wildlife groups said was home to our most endangered animals.’
 The director stopped to wipe his forehead. ‘Absolutely. Our sustainable solutions department are overseeing that one, using recycled materials. It’s going to be called Animal Paradise.’
 The deputy director said, ‘Yes, Animal Paradise. All recycled materials.’
 The young executive said, ‘Yes, the details are all in the press release.’
 I said, ‘But seven pangolins were found dead near the proposed site of Animal Paradise.’
 ‘Yeah, we might have to rethink the name,’ said the director.
 His raised eyebrow didn’t seem particularly keen on my line of enquiry. Or maybe it was the Botox. His face looked like it hadn’t moved since 2012. I’m always fascinated by men of my father’s generation, retaining their jet-black hair and removing the crow’s feet to preserve the essence of youth. Most looked like a stretched scrotum.
 I held up my notepad to the trio and said, ‘Do you have any idea why the roadkill numbers are still so high for the long-tailed macaques, despite your safety measures?’
 The director smiled at me, patronisingly, like I was a toddler offering him a toy. ‘I think that might be above my pay grade,’ he said, chuckling.
 ‘It’s certainly above my pay grade,’ said the deputy director.
 Their laughter echoed through the patchy forest.
 ‘Then it’s definitely above mine,’ said the young executive.
 At this point, they looked like they might wet themselves.
 The director stopped laughing and said, ‘Speaking of pay grades, how’s my old kaki, Captain Mayhem?’
 ‘Yeah, he’s good,’ I spluttered, getting the message.
 ‘We went to the same school, you know,’ he added, making sure I really got the message.
 ‘I didn’t know that.’
 Though I should’ve guessed.
 ‘Anyway, let’s continue the tour,’ the director boomed, his false jollity restored. ‘You must see what Animal Paradise is going to look like.’
 ‘Yes, it’ll be made entirely from recycled materials,’ said the deputy director.
 ‘Yes, the details are in the press release,’ said the executive.
 ‘Yeah, I read them last night,’ I mumbled in submission.
  
 Day 7 – Morning
 My feature on the delicate balancing act between wildlife protection and economic growth was cut to six paragraphs.
 The headline read, ‘Singapore prepares for Animal Paradise’.
  
 Day 7 – Evening
 Captain Mayhem sent me the following email after work:
  
 Hey Millie, 
 Great job on the Wildlife Sanctuary piece. The director loved it too. He wanted to buy you dinner sometime to thank you. 
 You’re so popular! 
 Captain Mayhem 
  
 I deleted the email and polished off the wine in my Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group reusable cup.
  
 Day 8
 Uncle Groper handed me my first hate mails, which made me want to gag. Uncle Groper had been fiddling with his testicles on the walk over.
 ‘For you lah,’ he said, passing me two pieces of A4.
 ‘Why did you print this, uncle?’
 ‘The desk likes to keep a record.’
 That wasn’t true. Uncle Groper liked to keep a record. He had been a sub-editor on the desk since Lee Kuan Yew was prime minister. He was very fond of telling us that Lee Kuan Yew had once walked past his cubicle and smiled at him. Uncle Groper was the last of the old-school sub-editors. He didn’t understand web design, social media or search engine optimisation. Apparently, Hokkien Half-Ball had once asked Uncle Groper for his views on SEO and the ah pek said he only liked ‘Mr Blue Sky’.
 I didn’t get the joke either.
 At least I went online to find out about Electric Light Orchestra (ELO). Uncle Groper still didn’t know what SEO was. (He was right about ‘Mr Blue Sky’ though. It is a great song.)
 Uncle Groper just did text subbing. He never missed a comma or a chance for a bad sex pun in a lifestyle headline.
 Uncle Groper didn’t lay out web pages and hadn’t written a story since I was in diapers.
 Uncle Groper earned three times my salary.
 I think he was paid by the comma.
 So he took it upon himself to print and compile readers’ feedback, even though most of the feedback came from readers who had the time and temperament to sit down and write such feedback.
 Plato said never give power to those who crave it. Uncle Groper gave too much credence to lunatics. He trusted their judgement. I wouldn’t trust them with soft toilet paper.
 I held the hate mails at arm’s length as if they were explosive devices.
 Uncle Groper said, ‘Just read them lah. Cannot ignore them. Even Auntie Soh from Sembawang has a right to an opinion.’
 Every journalist in Singapore must have hated Auntie Soh from Sembawang at some stage of their media careers.
 Auntie Soh from Sembawang was Uncle Groper’s go-to fictional creation to make a point. He loved to bring her up during his story dissections.
 Is Auntie Soh from Sembawang going to understand your intro?
 Can Auntie Soh from Sembawang follow your tech jargon?
 Will Auntie Soh from Sembawang get your cheem English?
 Does Auntie Soh from Sembawang have the patience to read so many quotes?
 I didn’t know Auntie Soh from Sembawang. But she sounded really fucking stupid. Still, Uncle Groper insisted that every reader had a right to his or her opinion. And journalists had to respect such opinions.
 I appreciated the libertarian sentiment, but it was hard to take Uncle Groper seriously when he was scratching his balls at the same time.
 But I did as I was told. I read my first hate mail:
  
 To Millie Lee, 
 I read your one-sided story about the Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group. We are a small nation. We do not have the luxury of space, like other countries. We must feed our families first, not a few monkeys in the forest. I think you are very young. I think you do not understand how the Singapore economy works. We need tourist dollars. Please be more balanced in your reporting next time. 
  
 Then I read my second email:
  
 To Millie Lee, 
 I didn’t expect much from your one-sided article when I read the headline. Singapore prepares for Animal Paradise. Is that a joke? Since the development began, the forest has been decimated and roadkill incidents have clearly risen. We can build hotels any time. We cannot build new forests. Might I suggest that you do more reading about the devastation of our biodiversity before paying lip service to the latest cash grab. Your piece was naïve and dangerous. Your job is to be objective, not help greedy corporations. They are already destroying the planet. Why are you helping them? 
  
 After the evening conference, I shared both letters with Slick Scholar.
 The national editor said, ‘Yeah, it’s great. More than five hundred comments on Facebook so far. Must go back and do a follow-up at some point. We need a personal story next.’
 ‘From a monkey?’
 ‘Absolutely.’ He winked at me and headed upstairs for a debrief with Captain Mayhem.
 Over drinks later, Lauren pointed out that the Singapore Wildlife Sanctuary Group had placed a couple of banner ads on our homepage.
 So it was good to know that my work hadn’t been entirely wasted.
  
 Day 15
 Peranakan Pervert, Hokkien Half-Ball and Uncle Groper were gathered around a computer terminal.
 ‘Too small lah,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball.
 ‘No lah, just nice,’ insisted Peranakan Pervert.
 ‘At my age, any size can already,’ said Uncle Groper.
 They laughed far too loudly, stopping only when Peranakan Pervert caught me walking in their general direction.
 ‘Ah, Millie, come.’ He waved me over. ‘Come and see this.’
 Uncle Groper hurried to move his plastic soup container to one side. He pushed his cigarettes from his keyboard. I always found his chivalrous efforts to tidy his desk for a young woman strangely touching. It made a nice change from touching himself. He ushered me towards his desk. But as he was sitting and I was standing, his eyeline found my breasts and his hand found the edge of my left butt-cheek. I brushed it off, in every sense. Uncle Groper was a product of his generation. He reminded me of my elderly uncle, on my mother’s side, who sulked for a week when Yangtze Theatre shut down. They were not sinister, really, just sleazy ah peks. Every culture has its sleazy ah peks. And in our office, Uncle Groper was the last dirty old man standing.
 He was almost dribbling.
 I could see why. A young, slender Chinese woman was sunbathing on the screen. The scene looked incongruous. Something was odd.
 Finally, I pointed at the screen and said, ‘Isn’t that …?’
 ‘Yep,’ giggled Peranakan Pervert.
 ‘But that’s outside a …’
 ‘Yep,’ chuckled Hokkien Half-Ball.
 ‘Cannot, right?’
 ‘Not sure. We want you to go and find out,’ said Peranakan Pervert.
 ‘Why? What’s the story?’
 ‘It’s had a million views on TikTok. That’s the story,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball.
 The interest was obvious. An attractive woman, barely out of her teens, was lying on a sun lounger, in a bikini, next to a void-deck, in full view of a housing estate. The three men couldn’t tear themselves away. I was beginning to think most of the million views came from them.
 I asked what they wanted me to cover.
 ‘Cover them.’ Uncle Groper tittered like a schoolboy at his double entendre.
 ‘Cover what?’ I said. ‘Her breasts? I think they’re covered.’
 ‘Barely. Anyway, just go down and interview her,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball. ‘Could be a good talking point for the lifestyle section?’
 I tightened my ponytail, struggling to stay calm. ‘But what’s the story? Is she breaking any HDB rules? She’s just sunbathing, right?’
 ‘Maybe check out the laws on public decency,’ said Peranakan Pervert.
 ‘She’s not naked,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing indecent here.’
 ‘That’s true,’ agreed Uncle Groper.
 The old man’s legs jiggled beneath his desk. I suspect he missed Yangtze Theatre too.
 ‘Some are saying she’s sending the wrong message to young people,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball, the newsroom’s new spokesperson on morality.
 I said, ‘She’s sending the wrong message on skin cancer. That’s about it.’ Peranakan Pervert sighed and placed a patronising hand on my shoulder. ‘Millie, try and take emotion out of it. This is unusual behaviour in Singapore. This is a news story. Go and find the girl and get her side. If she feels she’s done nothing wrong, fine, but give her a chance to share her story. Then get a couple of quotes from neighbours and HDB and you’ve covered all angles. Can?’
 ‘Yeah, OK,’ I muttered. ‘But it’s not going to be sensationalist, is it?’
 ‘Of course not.’
 Peranakan Pervert was now lightly massaging my shoulder.
 Uncle Groper’s knees were thumping the underside of his desk.
 Hokkien Half-Ball’s gaze was switching between the computer screen and my chest. He was making comparisons.
 Suddenly, the prospect of discussing a young woman’s tanning technique appealed. I just wanted to get out of the office. I agreed to do the piece, not that I had much choice.
 I was still on probation.
 But I told them that I wasn’t keen on writing anything exploitative.
 ‘Of course not,’ said Peranakan Pervert. ‘But she must wear the bikini for the photo shoot.’
  
 Day 17
 I made the mistake of speaking to residents first. Bedok is a curious mix of East Coast rich and heartland poor and the sunbather had divided opinion. I started with an elderly Chinese couple, coming back from the wet market. They seemed jovial and friendly. They were surprisingly talkative, in a mixture of Mandarin, English and Singlish.
 The husband said, ‘People should mind their business.’
 ‘You never mind your business,’ the wife interjected. ‘You kept looking at the China girl photo in the Chinese papers.’
 ‘Need to see which block she stay at.’
 His wife asked why.
 ‘So me and friends can hang out at her void deck.’
 He laughed until his wife hit him with her bok choy.
 I was intrigued by the woman’s comment on nationality and wondered why she thought the sunbather was from China.
 She rolled her eyes and said, ‘Please lah. Trying to get a Singapore husband.’
 ‘No need to try very hard,’ her husband chuckled.
 She hit him with the bok choy again.
  
 An hour later, I tracked down the woman who had initially reported the sunbather to our online media team. She even invited me into her home.
 Her HDB flat was neat, but sparse, with traditional furniture and a shrine along the far wall. She was stick thin and kept tugging at a cardigan, even though the non-air-conditioned flat was stifling.
 I asked her how she’d managed to capture the woman in action. ‘Not the first time,’ she said, clutching at her cardigan. ‘I walked past her last time. Didn’t say anything. I ran up here and tried to take a photo, but she’d gone already. So I waited by the window to catch her sunbathing.’
 I was astonished. ‘You did this every day?’
 ‘No lah. Not when it was raining.’
 That made sense.
 I asked why she objected to the young woman sunbathing, considering she hadn’t broken any HDB rules.
 Cardigan Woman said, ‘Too much of this now in Singapore.’
 ‘Too much of what?’
 She sat up straight and said, ‘Western lifestyle.’
 I asked if sunbathing was a western lifestyle.
 Cardigan Woman said, ‘It’s everything now with these women. Show off too much.’ She gestured towards my sleeveless top. ‘It’s dangerous. There is a primary school nearby.’
 I looked up from my notepad. ‘Why is sunbathing dangerous for primary school children? The UV rays?’
 She pursed her lips. ‘You’re young. But we never used to do this in Singapore. And now, everything can, since 377A.’
 She pulled the cardigan across her chest and turned away from me in disgust. She recoiled at the mention of 377A.
 My curiosity got the better of me. ‘How do you think the 377A law repeal on homosexuality relates to this woman sunbathing?’
 Cardigan Woman said, ‘We are an Asian society. We don’t want this near primary schools.’
 ‘Sunbathers or gay men?’
 ‘Both.’
 I left thinking only of sunbathing gay men.
  
 By sunset, I had covered two hawker centres, the wet market, the sports complex and even popped into Bedok Mall in a shallow attempt to find younger people around McDonald’s.
 The teenagers didn’t care about the sunbather.
 Young women were either indifferent or mildly hostile.
 Young men were either indifferent or mildly aroused.
 Old women mostly loathed the sunbather’s arrogance and one old man asked if I could WhatsApp the photos across to his battered iPhone.
 When I pointed out that his ancient phone wasn’t equipped to receive such heavy data, he asked if he could take a photo of my breasts instead.
 Actually, he asked to take a photo of me but pointed at my boobs. I declined his request.
 As I headed towards the Bedok MRT station, I caught him taking photos of me anyway.
 Maybe he was an ass man.
 At 8pm, I filed my copy with as much balance as I could muster, considering it was a non-story about a non-event.
 At 8.15pm, Mother Superior removed the quotes and all references to the 377A law repeal as they were not relevant. The sunbather was not a man. Or gay. Or biologically capable of homosexual intercourse with another man. I thanked her for pointing all this out to me. I hadn’t been sure.
 At 9pm, Hokkien Half-Ball cleared the story and instructed Uncle Groper to come up with a pithy headline for my feature.
 At 9.15pm, Uncle Groper came up with the headline, ‘Women’s chest tips neighbours over edge’.
 At 9.30pm, Mother Superior savaged Uncle Groper’s headline for its puerile juxtaposition. She really hated juxtaposition. She didn’t seem to like chest tips much either.
 At 10pm, Slick Scholar changed the headline to, ‘Sunbather leaves Bedok residents browned off’.
 At 10.05pm, I wandered over to Uncle Groper’s cubicle and said, ‘I don’t get the headline.’
 ‘Browned off is a bit archaic lah,’ he said. ‘It means fed-up, like pissed off. It’s very British. Our editor was educated at Cambridge wha’.’
 At 10.30pm, Captain Mayhem called down and demanded to know why the sunbather’s headline made no sense. Why were Bedok residents browned off? Were they being cooked?
 Captain Mayhem was not educated at Cambridge.
 At 10.45pm, Slick Scholar offered ‘Sunbather burns Bedok residents’.
 At 10.50pm, Uncle Groper wandered over to my cubicle. ‘I don’t get the headline,’ he whispered.
 So I said, ‘Young people use burn as a putdown. A burn is a putdown. But it’s being used wrongly here.’
 At 11pm, my story went online with the following headline: ‘Scantily clad sunbathing woman polarises Bedok neighbours’.
 She wasn’t scantily clad. But according to the digital media team, ‘scantily clad sunbathing woman’ might do well in porn searches.
  
 Day 18
 I woke up with a sense of unease. Without looking at my phone, I suspected that I’d written the most popular story in the country again. The messages soon confirmed it. Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman had given me more page hits, shares and retweets than any other journalist in Singapore.
 Going viral with clickbait made me think about my teenage aspirations. When I was a Mass Comm student at NTU, our associate professor specialised in film studies and made us watch several media-related movies to inspire his idealistic herd.
 The first movie was All the President’s Men, which had great haircuts and a far-fetched storyline. Two men brought down a government. How was this going to happen in Singapore? Mother Superior would’ve trashed Bernstein and Woodward’s copy for not following the official press release.
 The second movie was The Insider, which was about a whistleblower bringing down big business. He might as well have been a pixie bringing down a big toadstool. Do we have whistleblowers in Singapore? I’m not sure if we’re even allowed to have whistles.
 And the third movie was Spotlight, which resonated with me because it was about journalists investigating child sex abuse in the Roman Catholic Church. When I was in junior college, I asked if I could study the movie as part of my interdisciplinary programme research on the media’s impact on society.
 My teacher said the subject was off-limits and irrelevant. I pointed out that the case involved the Catholic Church and I attended a Catholic school. So it was quite relevant.
 I added that the interdisciplinary programme expected me to go beyond the syllabus, to think outside of the box and challenge conventional wisdom. As a journalist, would I not be expected to ask awkward questions about difficult subjects? My teacher sent me to the principal for being awkward and difficult.
 But I loved Spotlight. I was still a teenager when I first watched the movie and naively clung to the idea of being paid to write stuff that changed the world for the better.
 I knew the reality was always going to be different. I was idealistic, not stupid. I just didn’t expect to produce articles that invited debate about the perfect breast size.
 Apparently, the pair belonging to Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman were not big enough to warrant so much attention, according to the anonymous posts in our comments section.
 Luckily, a guy had kindly pasted a link to a site that included women with ‘real tits’.
 His post had almost as many likes as my story.
  
 As I returned to Bedok for the inevitable follow-up story, I received a WhatsApp message from Hokkien Half-Ball.
  
 ‘Uncle Groper just got reprimanded again. An intern caught him looking at a website called Real Tits.’ 
  
 I can’t see anyone making a movie about my journalism career.
  
 In the afternoon, I made a breakthrough in the story that interested everyone except me. After a bit of a wild goose chase and neighbours sending me to the wrong block, floor and unit, I finally found the HDB flat of Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman. I knocked several times but there was no answer. I was about to leave when I caught a silhouette running from one room to another. Even though the tinted windows were closed and the grilles locked, it was clearly a slim woman.
 It was her.
 I tried my luck again, tapping the window this time.
 I said, ‘Er, hello, it’s Millie Lee. I’m a reporter. Can I talk to you, please?’
 The silhouette suddenly appeared on the other side of the tinted window. If I’m being honest, she made me jump back slightly.
 I asked again if I could to speak to her.
 She said, ‘You’re the one who wrote a story about me.’
 Her voice barely made it through the glass.
 ‘Yeah, I did,’ I said, maybe a bit too cheerily.
 ‘Fuck you,’ she said.
 I deserved that.
 I was already on my way back to the lift when I heard the window being dragged open.
 She poked her head through the gap. She was crying.
  
 Day 20
 I spent most of the day and half the night with the woman. She lived with her parents, but they never came out once to speak to me. They locked their bedroom door and stayed there. I had to talk over their Korean dramas for hours until they eventually fell asleep.
 The woman clearly hated me – and understandably so – but didn’t really want me to leave either. She had no one else to talk to. She kept dabbing her eyes, tugging at a box of tissues on the IKEA coffee table, but it didn’t make much difference. She wept through most of our chat.
 ‘They keep calling me a slut,’ she said. ‘You know that?’
 I didn’t know that. But I didn’t need to know that either. I knew she was telling the truth. One of the first rules of rookie reporting: never read the comments. They’re often vile.
 In Singapore, we need a permit to speak at Speakers’ Corner. So, we store it. Churn it. And then spit it out all over social media. Anonymously, of course.
 She said, ‘I’m not a slut, OK?’
 ‘I know,’ I whispered.
 ‘How you know? You don’t know me.’
 ‘No, I don’t. Tell me about yourself.’
 I shuddered. The words sounded shit, even in my head.
 She snarled at me and said, ‘Why? So you get another big story, is it?’
 I left the question hanging, probably because neither of us liked the obvious answer. Of course, I wanted another viral story. I wanted another byline. I wanted more likes, shares and retweets. I was another shallow product of my TikTok generation. And I was self-aware enough to know it, too, which made it even worse. I knew exactly what I was doing.
 I told her that it was important that she shared her side of the story.
 She said, ‘What story? I was just sunbathing outside my house.’ I didn’t notice any tan lines. She was wearing a long-sleeved shirt and leggings, consciously covering all the fleshy parts that my story had exposed to a grateful nation.
 ‘You live quite near to the Bedok park,’ I mumbled.
 ‘Yah? So? I had too much poly homework. No time. I just wanted a break from them,’ she said, nodding towards her parents’ bedroom door.
 I said, ‘Too much stress about your schoolwork?’
 ‘Too much arguing.’
 And then she told me that her boyfriend had dumped her over WhatsApp. His poly friends were making fun of him in class. The poly had also asked her to study at home for a few days. Her mother had told her to do the same because the neighbours were gossiping.
 And her father had refused to be in the same room with her. His coffee shop friends had made fun of his daughter’s photo.
 So he’d retaliated by calling her a slut.
 She asked me not to publish another story. She begged me to leave her alone.
 At 6pm, I was invited to the evening conference to explain my reasons for not wanting to write another story about Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman. The piece was still tracking well on all digital platforms. There were rumours that the issue might be addressed in Parliament. We didn’t have earthquakes or military invasions for MPs to discuss.
 We just had Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman.
 Peranakan Pervert was particularly disappointed. He was my direct supervisor. I was still on probation. I hadn’t openly defied him before. I hadn’t slept with him either. His painful flirting felt a bit like being attacked by mosquitoes at MacRitchie. No matter how many times I waved them away, the cheeky comments kept on coming. I understood his pressure. Peranakan Pervert was an older man. He was maybe twenty-five years older than both Hokkien Half-Ball and Slick Scholar. Hokkien Half-Ball already had more responsibility, overseeing two different desks. Slick Scholar was on a fast track to parliament, as long as he avoided public scandal and regurgitated the press releases in a timely fashion.
 But Peranakan Pervert’s career was drifting. And Captain Mayhem had been appointed to remove the last of the deadwood in the building. Peranakan Pervert needed an interview with Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman much more than I did.
 ‘This story still has legs,’ he insisted.
 ‘So does she,’ muttered Hokkien Half-Ball.
 Peranakan Pervert didn’t laugh this time. He loved schoolboy humour, but not as much as he loved a fixed salary with regular CPF contributions.
 At the head of the long mahogany table, Slick Scholar stared at me, as if I were the only person in the room.
 His tight, angular jaw came from those daily runs, chin-ups and burpees (he often posted his workouts on Instagram).
 His confidence came from the kind of company he kept on those workouts (business leaders and members of parliament).
 And his knowledge came from the school where he met those business leaders and members of parliament (one of the best in Singapore, all boys, all-knowing, all-powerful).
 He said, ‘Millie, what are your reservations about this story?’
 God, his voice was smooth. He had that educated local accent. He was clearly Singaporean, but his accent was comfortably understood at conferences everywhere.
 I repeated the promise I’d made to her, not to write another story. Slick Scholar said, ‘Completely understand. But if we did that every time we were asked, we’d have nothing to write except government press releases.’ The joke was almost too obvious. But everyone in the room sensibly let it pass.
 I said, ‘People are calling her a slut, even her own father. Plus, her boyfriend dumped her as soon as the story came out.’
 I saw their backs straighten. I was digging a deeper hole for myself.
 ‘You’re making the story sound even better,’ said Hokkien Half-Ball.
 ‘You have to do it,’ added Peranakan Pervert, rather desperately.
 ‘I’m inclined to agree,’ said Slick Scholar. ‘Keep it balanced. Add your usual nuance. Give both sides. See if you can speak to the boyfriend.’
 ‘Why should he get any publicity?’ I asked, far too loudly. ‘He’s an asshole.’
 ‘Language,’ muttered Mother Superior, who once made an intern burst into tears by calling him a ‘fucking idiot’.
 Slick Scholar said, ‘OK, leave out the boyfriend. Just write it sensitively and I’ll help you afterwards. I’ll clear the copy. OK?’
 Our national editor got up to leave. The evening conference was over. He had ordered me to do something that I clearly did not want to do. And yet, somehow, I was supposed to feel gratitude for his kind offer of help.
 On my way out, Peranakan Pervert thanked me for agreeing to write the follow-up. I hadn’t.
 He promised to handle the story sensitively and then he handled me sensitively by patting me on the back, his fingertips just catching the edge of my left breast.
  
 Day 21
 I convinced Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman to do an interview. I convinced her that her side of the story would stop all the online speculation. I convinced her that talking to me was in her best interest.
 She believed me, which was astonishing.
 I didn’t believe myself.
 After the interview, I returned home and took a long shower, but it made no difference.
 I still felt unclean.
  
 Day 22
 My day off was going to be spent with Lauren. We were going for coffee and clothes shopping in Orchard.
 But my day off was ruined when I read the published version of my Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman interview.
 First, she was still scantily clad in description, presumably the work of Uncle Groper. Second, the asshole-boyfriend-dumping incident had been added to the piece, presumably the work of Peranakan Pervert.
 And third, the asshole boyfriend had been contacted for that all-important ‘balance’. I later discovered that he’d been contacted by a harassed intern, who studied at the same polytechnic and had been ordered by Hokkien Half-Ball to make the most of her poly contacts.
 On the plus side, most of the negative comments were now being directed towards the ex-boyfriend.
 And then my phone rang.
 ‘I’ve had to file a police report,’ said a raging male voice. ‘I’ve had my IC details and my home address posted online. Everyone is abusing me and my family, thanks to you. Bitch.’
 At least I had found that all-important balance.
 Both parties hated me equally now.
  
 Day 22
 A government minister shared her views on Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman this evening, pointing out that ‘the media had a responsibility to be balanced and avoid sensationalist coverage in the chase for eyeballs’.
 She was speaking on the sidelines of a climate change conference. Her views on Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman became the most-read story in our Singapore section.
 Her speech on climate change didn’t make the top ten.
  
 Day 25
 A local airline company ran a guerrilla advertising campaign for budget flights on our news website today.
 The ad read: ‘Cannot sunbathe at an HDB? Get your tan in Bali.’
 Scantily Clad Sunbathing Woman went viral for a third time. I called her to apologise. Her phone line had been disconnected.
  
 Day 30
 Slick Scholar called me into his office today. He wanted to commend me for my variety of stories in my first month and insisted that he owed me makan for doing the interview with the sunbathing woman. Apparently, my work had been noticed. Captain Mayhem was keen to make further changes to the newsroom and my name had been mentioned as a future features writer and columnist in the lifestyle section.
 ‘Isn’t that Lauren’s job?’ I wondered.
 ‘At the moment,’ said Slick Scholar. ‘She’s eager to move forward. I need young voices across the desk, young female voices especially, if we’re going to survive in the long-term.’
 At dinner, I told my parents that my bosses were impressed with my work so far. My father pointed out that there was no money or prestige in working for the Singapore media anymore, unlike last time.
 My mother was more supportive. She always read the lifestyle sections in the Chinese media and asked when I’d be interviewing Channel 8 actors. She was obviously proud. She gave me an extra, heaped spoonful of rice and then reminded me that lifestyle journalists cannot be fat.
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