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Rendezvous at the Plum Pavilion




The ice on the wind cut through her clothes, searing the tender skin beneath the shapeless mass of coarse material. She had never been so cold before, and did not know that the air itself was capable of causing such pain. With each inhalation, she felt as though her ribs were splintering. She held her hand to her face in horrible fascination, watching as her exhalations turned crystal in the darkness, her breath falling chilled around the fingers that would not move and could not feel but that were still part of her.
 One of the wardens saw her standing mutely breathing on her hand, and being from these parts, knew the lethal danger of pausing in a blizzard. They needed to find a temporary shelter to wait out the worst of the storm, otherwise they would never make it to the Plum Pavilion. The warden snatched the woman’s hand, jerking the prisoner out of her trance. Their gazes met in the frigid darkness, panting slowly beneath the heavy wool swathing their heads so that only their eyes could be seen. The other warden, wrapped in great bundles so that she moved like an old man, appeared beside them, gesturing into the billowing whiteness ahead. She had found a place where they could hide from the merciless wind.
 Once out of the gale, the prisoner began to blow on her hands. Her breath was no longer visible and as the warmth returned to her fingers a new pain formed, as though hot needles were sprouting under her skin. This was also a new sensation for her, and she tapped her fingertips together, feeling the needles ricochet up her forearms.
 In the safety of the shelter, stamping the sensation back into her feet, she wondered if this climb through a treacherous blizzard was worth the effort. Would Jin Long meet her as promised? Now that he was an Inspector of Justice, would he still love her? Would he believe that she was innocent of the murder for which she was condemned to die?
 He had been such a gentle boy when he came to visit her in her younger days, spending so much of his money on her favours that often his pockets were empty. Then she bestowed her favours without charge. The stone-faced man she saw in court so little resembled that sweet boy that she was not sure at first whether it was the same person. And now he had arranged this secret rendezvous with her, on this night when the frigid air was like a malevolent entity who wanted to take from her toes and fingers and nose.
 In the silence of the shelter, the exhausted wardens had fallen asleep in their bundles, leaning against each other in a heap that looked like stacks of old horse blankets. Seeing that she was alone for a moment, Su San’s heart overran with despair, and she began to sing,
  
 
  A howling snowstorm in bone-biting winter.

 
  My fate is unpredictable, as the path ends in this pitch-dark night.

 
  The snowflakes fall, like desolate tears.

  
 Facing the audience as he sang, the boy felt his mouth getting dry. The heavy headdress pinned to the wig began to wobble; he shifted his thin neck uncomfortably so it would not slip off. He could feel the heavy makeup running in the heat and hoped that he still appeared true to the character. This was only his second time playing the coveted role and he wanted to leave a strong impression, if not on the audience seated on wooden folding chairs in the torpid night beneath red paper lanterns strung across the lawn, fanning themselves as the perspiration rolled down their temples, then on the manager of the troupe who was out there somewhere in the steamy darkness, watching him. Under the dim scarlet light and shadow of the lanterns, the audience appeared ghoulish, and his recurrent nightmare of being shackled to a stage, straining to defecate while a crowd cackled and pointed at him, suddenly seemed all too real. He skipped a cue then picked up the lyric on the next beat, hoping no one noticed, feeling the wetness under his arms begin to dribble into his costume.
 Adding to his nervousness was a face in the audience that watched him with the avidity of a shark circling prey. The man was seated in the second row, his dark eyes glittering as though he were seizing up which chunk of flesh he wanted to bite off first. He had a fat face and neck, though there was, the boy noticed, a certain elegance to him. His long queue had been freshly braided for the special occasion, and his silk changshan was immaculate. Even his nails appeared polished, glinting as they did like claws when they reflected the bright lanterns of the stage. But that bloodthirsty look on his face as he studied him made the boy sweat even more. He missed another cue, and cursing to himself, wilfully turned away from the audience for a moment to regain his composure, hoping the wig and headdress did not slip off while he momentarily looked upward.
 Low Teck Beng suppressed a sigh when the dan broke form to turn his face upward, away from the audience. The boy’s smooth neck was graceful like a swan, the long contours of his thin body just teasingly visible beneath the costume. His hips and thighs were especially luscious, he noted, tracing the lines in his mind. He shifted his bulk in the narrow, uncomfortable chair. Up until now he had been bored by the wayang opera performance. He had seen the story a thousand times, it seemed, and he sat here now only to appease his father and older brother, the insistent wooden clack of the ban lei percussion block boring into his brain.
 But once the dan began to twist and turn on stage during the blizzard scene, using a thin white blanket to signify the snow, he noticed the boy’s suppleness and now his interest was piqued. It had been awhile since he had got himself something special. He was too busy these days to make the necessary arrangements, and so he stuck with the usual fare, the ah kus in the bordellos his cousin ran down on North Bridge Road, the high-end brothels for the Teochew elite. The girls were fun, no doubt, but the dan on the stage sparked other ideas, and now his mind drifted over those possibilities while he fanned himself with the folded sheets of the Lat Pau Chinese daily paper. The cheap ink came off in the perspiration of his hands, staining his palm and fingers black, which made him angry. But even he acknowledged that it did not take much to make him angry these days.
 It was the ninth day of the lunar new year, the fourth of February by the European calendar. It was the year of the Wood Goat and he had already been warned by the family geomancer that the animal was not propitious for him. It would not be a prosperous year, and he should be very wary this year of fornication, wine, gambling and travel, the geomancer had told him without a trace of irony while holding two withered fingers to his wrist, listening to his pulse. Did he not know that these were the requirements and hallmarks of his trade? How could he avoid such stuff? The geomancer continued, eyes closed, feeling the pulse. His body was too hot, he should cut back on alcohol and ginger and other heaty foods. He recalled the old man suddenly stopped and opening his eyes wide, stared directly into his own, a look of shock on his face, and immediately dropped Low Teck Beng’s hand as if it were made of poison. Then he had quickly looked away, rubbing his liver-spotted hands together as if rinsing them. What could the old coot have seen in there? ‘On the ninth day, ask Tiangong for protection and benediction for the coming year,’ he had said gravely. ‘Make plenty of offerings of sweet meats and rice wine.’ He elaborated no further.
 But Low Teck Beng had been busy all day, the ninth day being both the birthday of Tiangong, the Jade Emperor of Heaven, as well as the day of the big family gathering and wayang opera performance on the makeshift stage they had setup on the lawn of the family estate, Panglima Prang.
 With all the activity, he did not have time to go to Giok Hong Tien temple, dedicated to the Jade Emperor, down on Havelock Road. It would be overrun with Hokkien anyway, for they were especially fervent in worship of Tiangong, and as the headman of the criminal gang of the most powerful Teochew kongsi, Low Teck Beng avoided crowds that might harbour potential killers. However, he did make prayer to the idol on the home altar and offered rice wine and a roasted suckling pig, though sweet meats he could not find. There was also an outdoor bonfire and altar for guests to make offering, and he was sure to burn extra incense there as well. He made a note to head down to the temple tomorrow, if he were not busy, or the next day, to make the specific offering the geomancer had suggested.
  
 
  How could he have the cold heart to pretend that he did not know me,

 
  Forget so easily all the warmth of our past romance?

  
 The hypnotic sound of the three stringed sanxian filled space between the boy’s voice and the serpentine sigh of the bowed erhu, all pinned together by the incessant clacking of the wood block.
  
 
  The questions and doubts I have on my mind will not be answered. 

 
  Tears and blood stain my lovely clothes.

  
 The gathering was about more than celebrating the new year. His father had called together their family and related kongsi from as far as Bangkok and Kuching to discuss, in a friendly and non-committal fashion, a business proposal. His brother, Low Teck Seng, the favourite son, whom his father had always treated as the smart one, the one with promise, had a grand idea, which the whole family needed to hear.
 ‘Your brother thinks ten years ahead, twenty years ahead,’ his father had chided him that very day, as he did most days. ‘All you do is gamble and drink and whore, while your brother works hard to keep the family business profitable.’
 Never mind that he, Low Teck Beng, oversaw the entire criminal wing of the organization. Never mind that he, from almost nothing, built up the illegal traffic in coolie labour that kept the legal plantations running, the gambier plantations in Singapore and Johor, the tin mining in the Klang valley, the pineapple lands on the coast near Muar. Never mind that he, Low Teck Beng, was the one who smuggled in the girls for the houses in Singapore, who arranged the payments to the insufferable ang-moh officials who always had their hands open. Between paying the police in the motherland and paying the police in Singapore he barely broke even on most trades, not to mention the loss of product en route, and still he managed to turn a profit.
 But his brother, his exalted brother, was the one who got the opium and spirit license concessions under Low family control and so he was the hero, the good son. He was the one trained in English, the one the respectable members of the family dined with publicly in town.
 Yet when they needed Low Teck Beng to oversee the removal of a Hai San strongman, then they did not tell him he was a weak-willed profligate. No, when they needed him to twist the knife for them, to slice off fingers or gouge out eyes, to spill the blood that they were afraid to spill, the blood that needed to be spilled in order to keep the family business on an even keel, then they came on to him with milk and honey in their voices.
 Now his grand brother had devised a new business scheme, and once again he, Low Teck Beng, was being scolded by his father as the good-for-nothing wastrel of the two. Why are you not more like your brother? All you do is drink! And fornicate! And waste money!
 Of course he spent every night drinking with whores and gamblers: it was his job. How was he supposed to stay on top of the organization if he was not out every night with gangsters? Surely his father understood and appreciated this situation?
 The hollow, brassy sound of the gong called his attention back to the makeshift stage, the boy prancing in the humid night, his slender body acting out the ache symbolized by the blowing cold that stung Su San to her heart.
 It was his brother’s grand idea to open a bank. A bank, for heaven’s sake! What the hell did they know about banking? It was, his brother had said, going to be a bank for Teochews so they would not have to use the banks of foreigners. As though the remittance houses that the kongsi ran now were not good enough! Now they had to mimic the ang-mohs and open a bank. They even had a name picked out: the Nanyang Banking Corporation. And his father, incredibly, had taken this stupid idea seriously and called together the entire family to try to sell them on it. It would take years to get everyone to agree, to pool funds, to get licenses from the authorities. It was best to start now, during the lunar new year celebrations, to underscore that this is not only a family effort but a clan effort, his father had said.
 What a pile of monkey shit! It was just another instance of his brother wanting to be ang-moh, another example of his cursed adoration of all things European; European ideas and European clothes and European attitudes. And for this they loved him? Praised him? Sought his advice? While he, Low Teck Beng, was given the dirty work, the muck that no one else wanted to sling. And where was their appreciation?
 He did not need any more aggravation. Already his cousin, Xiao Hun, was giving him no end of grief. Despite his misgivings, he had allowed her to run the disbursement of the newly arrived girls into their various establishments. Letting a woman do this had been a mistake, he realized, not because of the shame it brought to the family but because women are ruled by their emotions and true to form, she had fallen in love. And he did not approve of the match. So now she was angry with him and had disappeared, abandoning her work, absconding with the Cantonese scoundrel who had seduced her. A Cantonese! She did not even show up for the family new year festivities! And she had always enjoyed wayang opera! Now he had to find someone else to run the girls while he looked for her, putting him, Low Teck Beng, in a bad spot while she let her emotions run wild. He had adored her since they were young and he had trusted her, against all his better instincts, with the important job, which she had begged him for time and again, and now she had betrayed him. It was enough to make his blood boil.
  
 
  Tonight,

 
  I will sing my heart out to no one but the snowflakes.

 
  Let the snow bury my integrity, for my grudge will never be resolved.

  
 The aria was finished and the young dan was about to leave the stage, which frustrated Low Teck Beng further. Watching the supple boy exit, he resolved to make special arrangements for that very night. He would need to get word to the mamasan on Spring Street, and though it would not be easy on short notice, especially during the new year celebrations, she could get him the goods. He would need to get his bodyguards together, send someone to prepare the hotel suite, and then he, Low Teck Beng, would politely slip away to take his pleasure in secret. The family be damned!
 He worked hard, after all, and deserved his delights from time to time.
  
 *   *   *
  
 Detective Inspector Dunu Vidi Hevage Rizby could not remember ever having seen so much blood. It smeared a bright red film across the plum wallpaper that had been badly pitted by the gunfire. It pooled across the floor in a sticky violet morass that stained the feet of the ornate rosewood furniture. It drenched the corpses, six in total, strewn about the room like children collapsed in a game of ring-a-ring o’ roses. There was blood splashed across the opaque glass, turning black in abstract patterns as it dried. There was even blood smattered across the ceiling, in spots like bright red stars. There was gore everywhere. White shards of bone blown into the upholstery of the cushions, shreds of pink skin splattered across the soaked carpet, slabs of muscle meat and hunks of organ flesh the size of silver dollars dotted the room, which reeked of the brassy stench of blood.
 They were in parlour room of the Plum Suite, tree branches with faux blossoms glued to the ceiling, in the Hotel Formosa on Club Street. One of the better hotels on the edge of the Chinese Quarter, it nonetheless functioned as a place for clandestine rendezvous of the furtive sexual variety for high rollers. It was not the easiest place to commit mass murder.
 The furniture and cushions and lamps were shattered and shredded and pocked as though the entire room had been chewed then spat out. The dead were three well-muscled Chinese men dressed in Western-style suits, two Chinese women dressed in cheongsams, and one fat Chinese man in a silk changshan and matching brocaded waistcoat. The suited men and the women were mangled beyond recognition. Not since he had seen a body mauled by crocodiles had he witnessed such trauma to human tissue.
 But crocodiles do not murder, they merely feed. Scattered across the floor of the room, half submerged in the pond of blood, were brass shells of the type usually found in fowling guns. Counting by eye, Rizby tallied up fifteen empty shells.
 The two women were seated side-by-side on a purple velvet love seat, the plush material now soaked crimson and flecked with pulped flesh. They appeared to have raised their arms to protect themselves. Now, one had no arm below the elbow, the other was missing half her head.
 Of the three men in Western suits, two lay the floor on either side of the body of the sixth victim. Both had taken multiple shots to their thorax and abdomen; Rizby surmised that they dropped where they stood flanking the sixth man. A third suited man was half seated in a chair by a round rosewood side table; he had been knocked backward by a shot to the head that all but decapitated him. His knees had caught under the edge of the table, so that he appeared to be titling back casually in the chair, his face erased and skull staved in while he contemplated the ceiling. A revolver lay on the floor where he had dropped it.
 The sixth victim, the fat man in a fancy changshan, lay in the middle of the room, his body folded back on itself, face down in the half-inch pool of blood. His corpse was not mutilated like the others and appeared untouched save for the little fierce face staring up at Rizby from the side of his neck, as though the man had grown a second head which faced backward. It was the red-faced, black bearded immortal Guan Yu, much worshipped by gangsters and bookies and other men of the night. Despite such veneration, someone had smashed the idol and stabbed a long jagged piece into the man’s neck, burying Guan Yu to his ceramic chin.
 A copy of the Lat Pau Chinese daily was crumpled in the hand of the dead man. Rizby squatted in the blood that was a deep as his heels and tugged the newspaper from the clenched fist, folding the sheets into his jacket pocket.
 Only inches away, the face of Guan Yu stared disconcertingly at him like an infuriated gnome crawling out of the man’s fat neck. Gingerly, in an effort not to contaminate the crime scene and to save himself from slipping into the blood, he rolled the heavy body over. Guan Yu’s ceramic head rotated face down into the coagulating pool as the human head rolled into view. A film of sticky red fluid covered the corpse’s face, which was frozen in a scream, the eyes and mouth wide open. Despite the discoloration and the contorted face muscles, Rizby recognized the familiar features of the dead man. It was Low Teck Beng.
 He tugged at his earlobe thoughtfully, then pushed the corpse back the way it had been when he first walked into the room. The oleaginous purple fluid that now coated Guan Yu’s immobile face began to drip as Rizby looked down at it, and he felt his stomach heave. Luckily he had not had time for breakfast so there was nothing to come up except acidic coffee and bile which he choked back down, a fist over his mouth.
 Rizby glanced at his pocket watch. It was early morning, the first rays of light streaking the grey sky outside, the broiling heat of the day already rising. The story was that a uniformed foot patrol, two young Malays barely more than boys, had been hailed by the hotel manager who in stricken words said that an attack had taken place. One patrolman rushed upstairs, forced open the doors to the sitting room, which had been locked, and saw the brutal scene. He then vomited – it was now congealing by the doorway, not more than five feet from where the Detective Inspector stood. The patrolman next ran to the Central Station to summon help, leaving the other to guard the entrance to the suite. It was at least another hour before word got to Rizby and he was able to arrive at the hotel. During that time, the second patrolman assured him, no one else had entered the room.
 His own preliminary survey complete, he motioned for Dr. Robert Cowpar to enter. It was the duty of the coroner, whenever practical, to visit a murder scene in person. The inquest report required his detailed observation of the scene. Often he interviewed witnesses and friends of the deceased, conducting his own investigation alongside the police. It was law in the colony that no one found dead in a brothel could be buried without the coroner’s inquest report first being filed.
 Once Cowpar had made his notes, three detectives from the Native Crimes Squad – Rizby’s squad – entered the room to collect evidence. The bodies would be removed to the dead house, escorted by uniformed patrolmen. Then the nauseating business of cleaning up the putrefying pulp and fluid would fall on the hotel staff. And given Chinese superstition, it would be a long time before the room was used again – if ever.
 As his men began combing through the room, Rizby headed down a creaking staircase to the narrow lobby to begin taking witness statements. The identity of the person who appeared to be the main target of the attack meant that this case would get priority. Usually the police would not bother to investigate the murder of a prostitute: they would let the coroner perform the investigation to complete the necessary paperwork then let the kongsi enact their own rough justice on the perpetrator. But cases involving Europeans or high-profile locals would mean that the police investigation superseded the coroner. Rizby wanted to get to the witnesses before Dr. Cowpar started asking questions, for the Detective Inspector knew that first statements were usually the most accurate, while any follow-ups were watered down or had become formulaic in the telling.
 As most witnesses at the Hotel Formosa spoke only Chinese and he knew only a scatter-shot number of words, he had a translator in police pay, Heng Kee Yann, waiting for him in the lobby. The man was Hainanese, and it was known that he often passed police information to his own people, but his fluency in dialects was unsurpassed, so his indiscretion was
 tolerated.
 The witnesses, not surprisingly, were few and far between. Those he could muster were reluctant to the point of uselessness. No guests would consent to speak to the police. Their reticence was only to be expected – they had probably not been up to the most salubrious activities themselves, and given the violence of the murder, they did not want to open their big mouths. The only thing he could get from any of them was the time that they heard the shots, about four-thirty in the morning.
 Other than the night manager, only two hotel staff, a maid and a bellboy, had been on duty. He spoke with the bellboy and the maid separately in the vacant lobby. Both were teenagers, sinkehs fresh from the Chinese mainland, and they were as scared of the Singapore police, especially a fox-faced, brown man such as Rizby, as much as by the violence they had witnessed.
 The boy, who called himself simply Yu Sang, had bad acne and looked as though he weighed about fifty pounds. His voice was so soft at first that Rizby and Heng could not hear him. His voice quavering, he told them the attack happened at 4.36 am.
 ‘How do you know the time?’ Rizby inquired.
 The boy froze up, fearful to answer. The translator spoke smoothly, soothing him. Apparently he had been sneaking a snack in the kitchen when he heard what he at first thought were fireworks, then quickly realized was gunfire. He had glanced at the kitchen clock before taking cover behind the icebox.
 ‘Can you tell me how many shots you heard fired?’
 The boy responded with a single syllable mumble that Heng translated as ‘There were too many to count.’
 ‘And how long did the attack last?’
 Again the answer was a mumble. Heng said without inflection, ‘He says it seemed to last a long time. In fact, the word he used means “forever”.’
 ‘He was obviously scarred out of his wits. When did he come out from the kitchen … did he notice the time?’
 ‘He says he stayed there until the night manager discovered him and chased him out.’
 ‘When was that?’
 The boy mumbled again and Heng said with a touch of mirth, ‘Thirty minutes ago.’
 The maid, a Miss Ong, was more composed than the boy, though she too was shaken and fearful. She told them that the murdered group had checked in late, about two-thirty in the morning. They requested food and drink be sent to the room.
 ‘What did they order?’
 ‘Two bottles of Bisquit Dubouche Cognac and a platter of pastry and fruit.’
 ‘How many people were in the party?’
 ‘Two women and four men. They all arrived at the same time.’
 ‘Did you notice anything strange about the group? Were they tense or nervous?’
 No, she said, they were having a good time. She did notice that one of the women had a husky voice. At first she thought it was a man speaking, but when she saw how pretty the woman was, she knew it could not be.
 ‘Where were you when the attack happened?’
 ‘In the downstairs parlour, drinking tea with Mr. Loo, the night manager.’ The girl looked demurely at the floor as she said this, and Rizby wondered if maybe the two had been doing more than sipping tea together. The girl was moon-faced and plain with heavy eyebrows and pale lips, but with the right cosmetics, he could imagine a type of symmetrical beauty emerging.
 ‘Did you see the attackers?’
 She nodded in the negative. She had stayed in the parlour when the night manager went into the lobby after they heard them arrive. After a few loud words were exchanged, she heard the group walk up the stairs.
 ‘And then?’
 She grew upset, patting her hair and fussing with the hem of her apron.
 ‘It will be alright, Miss Ong, please continue.’
 There had been a few loud shouts from the Plum Suite on the second floor, directly above the parlour. She heard what sounded like a fight – scuffling feet and loud thumps. At this point the night manager returned to the parlour and then the shooting started. Both of them took cover under the heavy rosewood table and waited until they heard the men leave before they emerged. It was the night manager who went upstairs to investigate.
 ‘Did he say how many men went upstairs before the fight?’
 ‘Three.’
 ‘And how long were they in the room before the shooting started?’
 ‘Perhaps two minutes, perhaps less.’
 ‘Could you say how many shots you heard?’
 Like the boy, she told them there were too many, too quick, to count.
 ‘And how long did the shooting last, do you think?’
 ‘About a minute,’ she said flatly.
 Rizby could not believe his ears. ‘Are you certain it was such a short amount of time?’
 She gazed at him as if wondering why he would doubt her, then nodded her head gravely. ‘One minute.’
 After she left, he said to Heng, ‘It makes no sense. That amount of damage caused by only three men in less than a minute? No one can reload fowling guns that quickly.’
 ‘Perhaps one had a revolver?’ Heng suggested.
 ‘Perhaps, but that would not account for the mutilation of the bodies and the large number of fowling shells.’
 Rizby hoped the night manager could shed some light on the situation. Between the boy’s ‘forever’ and the girl’s ‘one minute’ there must be an accurate time frame.
 Mr. Loo had bad halitosis that matched in smell the sallow colour of his skin. His hair was thinning, teeth crooked, and his Western suit jacket soiled, but he carried himself with an arrogance that all hotel managers learn to be a necessity of the job when speaking to recalcitrant staff, or nosy detectives. Loo also spoke English well enough to converse with Rizby – he told the detective that he had been in Singapore more than twenty years. He was Teochew, from the mainland and had been working for Mr. Foo ever since he arrived as a boy.
 ‘Foo?’
 ‘Foo Hee Keng. The owner of this hotel,’ Loo glanced at the clock on the wall. The sunshine outside was already bright. ‘He should be here soon, I think, if you would like to speak with him.’
 ‘Foo is Teochew?’ Rizby asked, knowing that the dead Low upstairs was a Teochew. The dialect groups tended to stick to their own kind.
 ‘He was born in Singapore, but he is Teochew.’ Loo groped for the right turn of phrase to explain complex origins, finally saying, ‘Foo is Straits-born Teochew.”
 ‘Can you describe the attackers?’
 Three Chinese men, twenty to thirty years old, Cantonese speakers, plain black changshans. They each carried a burlap bag.
 ‘They asked for Low Teck Beng by name?
 ‘Yes, they said they were friends delivering a favour for his party.’
 ‘You let them upstairs?’
 Loo shook his head negatively, ‘Of course not. I asked them to wait in the lobby while I fetched Miss Ong to go upstairs to tell Mr. Low he had guests. I wanted to stay here to keep an eye on them.’
 ‘But they did not wait,’ Rizby said. It was not a question.
 Loo simply stared at him before looking away. The first of the bodies was being carried on a stretcher down the stairs on its trip to the morgue. Though wrapped, the body was leaking bloody fluid on the polished marble floor, which he had just had scrubbed the previous day. Loo winced.
 ‘What happened after they went upstairs?’
 ‘I heard shouts, but could not understand the words clearly. There was the sound of a fight, something crashed on the floor, then the shooting started.’
 ‘How many shots did you hear?’
 ‘I cannot be sure, but more than a dozen.’
 ‘And how long did the attack last?’
 ‘The fight was about two minutes, the shooting about one.’
 ‘One minute? Are you certain you heard more than a dozen shots in one minute?’ Rizby could not keep the incredulousness from creeping into his voice.
 ‘I am absolutely certain, Detective Inspector. I listened closely because the shooting was happening in the room right above me…and I was afraid for my life,’ Loo said flatly.
 Fingers tugging on his earlobe pensively, Rizby said he would return to speak with Mr. Foo. His top man, Detective Mohamad Anaiz Bin Abdul Majid, would stay at the hotel until he returned, he explained, and he asked Mr. Loo not to leave until that time.
 He did not say that given the important stature of the dead man in Singapore’s underworld he felt it necessary to get his Superintendent involved as quickly as possible. News of the murder would soon spread quickly among the Chinese and the police would need to take pre-emptive action to avoid a bloody war of retribution between the top kongsi.
 Rizby rose to go, but then recalled the newspaper he had taken from the dead man’s hand. He pulled the coarse pages of Lau Pat from his jacket pocket, saying to Loo, ‘Forgive me, but I cannot read Chinese. Would you mind telling me the date of this newspaper?’
 The manager reached for it but Rizby held on tightly. After squinting, Loo shrugged and read out the date: Monday 4th of February, 1895.
 Rizby recognized the date of the ninth day of the lunar new year; yesterday’s edition.
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Two Become One




Police Superintendent David Hawksworth stiffened as he felt the sharp edge of the blade against his neck. One wrong move and he would bleed out on the pavement, clutching his hand to his severed jugular vein while the warm blood spurted out and his brain starved and his heart thumped twice as hard as the pressure dropped. No doctor on earth could save him. One minute, perhaps, not more than two, and it would be done, his forty-odd years of life pooling on the street around his still twitching corpse.
 Luckily, the white-haired barber Khoo Soo Tun did not slip and the razor scrapped harmlessly over Hawksworth’s skin, taking with it merely whiskers. Not many Europeans, and fewer police, would dare to let a Chinese street barber put a straight razor to their neck but Hawksworth had been having his face shaved and hair cut by old Soo Tun for years. It was a point of pride with him, a public indication of his trust in the mutual respect between himself and the Chinese kapitans, the headmen of the criminal kongsi.
 The barber’s lean-to was set between two pillars of the five-foot way in front a chandlery on the ground floor of a shophouse on North Canal Road. A cheval mirror was set before a stool; another stool held a case containing the implements of the craft, the scissors and razor and strop and soap and brush and towels. In one bucket was clean cold water; in another, dirty, soapy water. In the late afternoon, when the sunlight became oppressive, Khoo unfurled a black and white chickchak curtain across the space between the pillars, so named for the sound the bamboo slats made when being rolled. Khoo paid no rent, but he did pay tribute money to the Spring-Blossoms, the Hokkien gang that controlled the street, who in turn answered to the most powerful Hokkien kongsi, the Ah Boo-Hway, or the Mother-Flowers.
 It was a hot morning, cloudless, the sky a brilliant cobalt blue. The heat seemed to magnify sounds and smells so without moving his head an inch, Hawksworth knew what was happening on the street. A hackney carriage passed within a foot of the barber’s stall, kicking up dust, the horse whinnying as it clopped. A rickshaw driver cursed in Cantonese as he passed, the wheels of his chair rattling. A bullock cart lumbered by laden with green kangkong, water spinach, fragrant for being freshly cut.
 In his lap now was yesterday’s edition of the The Mid-Day Herald (published ‘2 pm daily,’ it claimed). He was not reading it: Khoo merely placed it over the white apron to catch stray whiskers. The advertisement on page three caught his eye:
  
 
  Kupper’s Beer

 
  Chop ‘Payong’,

 
  The only beer which received any award 

 
  at the Chicago Exhibition.

 
  Huttenbach Brothers and Company

  
 The Huttenbach Brother’s company was a recent arrival in Singapore, he knew. They were a German firm based in Penang. Kupper’s was their latest imported product and they were trying to create a groundswell of interest, publishing the advertisement in every paper in the settlement. They even published ads in Malay, Minum Kupper’s Punya Beer, Drink Kupper’s Beer, with the same catchphrase, Chop ‘Payong’. But for the life of him, Hawksworth could not puzzle out what Chop ‘Payong’ was supposed to mean. Chop could mean ‘hurry’ as in ‘chop-chop’, or it was the colloquialism for the type of rubber stamp, like a company seal, that businesses used on official documents. Payong was Malay for ‘umbrella’. Yet there was no umbrella on the beer’s label. How could one chop an umbrella? Such trivial puzzles irritated him to no end.
 Without moving his head or neck, he flipped the newspaper over in his lap, reading down the end of his nose while Khoo made his final strokes with the razor.
 The S.S. Carmarthenshire, which arrived here on Saturday morning with gunpowder, anchored outside the harbour limits off Pasir Panjang. After offloading the powder, she went alongside the Tanjong Pagar Wharf. This morning, two Kling coolies went into the afterhold to remove cargoes, but they both suddenly fell down and fainted, and, before assistance could reach them, died through suffocation.
 ‘Detective Inspector,’ Hawksworth spoke loudly while facing forward, giving Khoo a sudden fright, ‘Do you know if the deaths of the Kling coolies who perished suddenly at Tanjong Pagar yesterday were investigated by the coroner?’
 Rizby was standing in the five-foot way behind Hawksworth, a bewildered look on his face. ‘I saw you approaching in the cheval glass,’ Hawksworth explained. Khoo pulled away the white apron with a snapping flourish and the Superintendent paid by dropping coins into the old man’s hands.
 ‘Ah, of course, the glass. The answer is yes, Dr. Cowpar has issued his report on the dead Klings, who it seems suffocated on residual fumes from the gunpowder.’
 ‘Bad luck. Poor sods.’ Hawksworth stood, steadying himself with his cane. The metatarsal bones of his right foot had been smashed in an accidental explosion at the police station several years before and had never been given a chance to heal properly. Now, his foot throbbed whenever the weather changed – which during the rainy season was every afternoon about four o’clock – and he had trouble balancing without support. Made of a single piece of Bornean iron wood, hand-carved by an Iban head hunter, with geometric patterns along the shaft with a hard round knot at the top, the cane was now Hawksworth’s constant companion. In addition to providing support, it was also useful as a weapon: he had become adept at balancing on his left foot while swinging the cane as a cudgel.
 They were about to cross the street in the direction of the Central Station when Rizby began to speak, forcing the tall Hawksworth to bend toward him to hear. ‘There has been a massacre at the Hotel Formosa. Low Teck Beng is dead.’
 Hawksworth paused a moment, then asked innocently, ‘Is that the fat brother, the one in charge of the criminal activities? Or the skinny one who runs the legal operations? I can never remember which is which.’
 ‘The fat one.’
 The Superintendent sighed. The top clans had called a truce and been quiet for years, to the benefit of everyone. Each kept to its own enclave with the result that street level crime had decreased, small businesses flourished, and generally an air of peace and prosperity dominated. At least this was true in the administrative centre of Singapore – in many of the Malayan states the turf wars continued unabated. Now this murder risked total war in the colony, the jewel in the crown of the Straits Settlements. The new Governor had made it his sworn duty to sweep the secret societies out of Malaya once and for all, which meant, Hawksworth knew, that his job would be made that much more difficult by pressure from blockheaded bureaucratic officials who never set foot in the field but nonetheless issued policies and procedures to the police.
 ‘You have visited the crime scene?’ Hawksworth said, stepping back from the glare of the street.
 ‘I have just come from it.’
 ‘Tell me what you saw,’ he said grimly, pulling Rizby with him further into the shadow of the five-foot way.
 ‘Low Teck Beng was lying in the middle of the room, with the head of a shattered Guan Yu idol protruding from his neck. There did not seem to be any other injury to him. Three men who appeared to be bodyguards and two women, most likely prostitutes, were killed with shotguns.’
 ‘Any indication of who died first? Low Teck Beng or the others?’
 Rizby tugged at his earlobe, recalling the scene. ‘It is difficult to say. The killings all happened in the same room, the outer parlour of the Plum Suite, at 4.30 in the morning. The ladybirds were both seated on couches and both had wounds that suggested they were trying to shield themselves. Two bodyguards would seem to have been standing when they were shot. The third was seated. Low Teck Beng appeared to have dropped where he was standing.’
 ‘They were taken by surprise?’
 ‘Doubtful. According to the manager, the killers – there were three – were allowed into the room. They knew that the party was in the hotel.’
 ‘So they knew where to find their target and the target let them in. Most likely a traitor.’ Hawksworth rapped his cane ruminatively against the pillar. Two chattering coolies squeezed past, their long queues swaying. ‘A statue of Guan Yu, you said? One does not sneak up on someone with a broken ceramic statue with intent to kill. That is an act of passion. Yet assassins do not show up with fowling guns with the intent to merely startle their victims. Are you sure there was no one else present?’
 ‘The manager and night maid said they heard shouting and fighting before the shooting began.’
 ‘Someone was there to confront Low Teck Beng, then lost his temper and smashed the statue, plunged it into his neck, while the others fired on the bodyguards and ladybirds…’
 ‘Or they shot the others first then stabbed the victim.’
 ‘Perhaps they showed up without the intent to kill?’
 ‘To judge by the way they…the sheer number of times they fired…the supposition is that they came intending to slaughter.’
 ‘What do you mean?’
 ‘There were fifteen empty shells in the room.’
 Hawksworth paused for a moment, imagining the carnage. ‘Good lord. You said that three killers entered the room?’
 ‘That is what the manager indicated. Each had a burlap sack, which I assume held the shotguns. He also said that they spoke Cantonese. Another point, Superintendent: witnesses claim that the shooting occurred in less than one minute.’
 ‘One minute? Incredible! Are you sure?’
 ‘That is what they say.’
 ‘How can three men fire fifteen shells from fowling guns in less than one minute?’
 Rizby’s response was merely to frown and shrug. Hawksworth tapped his cane twice more then spoke quickly, ‘Return to the hotel and gather more evidence and assist the coroner if he is not through with his investigation. I will go to Panglima Prang and speak to the Lows directly to try and forestall what will surely be bloody retaliation.’
 ‘Yes, sir.’
 ‘As I see it, someone inside the Low organization must have helped to set up the killing. In fact, he may have been expecting their visit. We are to pursue the identities of the bodyguards and the ladybirds. One of them is the key.’
 Hawksworth seemed about to launch himself into the street when Rizby restrained him with a quiet, ‘Superintendent?’
 ‘Yes?’
 ‘Are you formally assigning the case to me, to the Native Crimes Squad?’
 In the heat of the moment the tall man had forgotten that he was no longer a detective, but was indeed the superintendent of both the detective and native crimes branches. All plainclothes officers fell under his purview and he now spent most of his days seated safely behind a comfortable desk, shuffling papers and reading reports. This change in position suited him fine: since the birth of his daughter Fenella a year and a half before, he had become less keen to take risks. But the desk life was often stifling and he could not deny to himself that he was excited about taking on a new investigation.
 He smiled at Rizby, a sparkle coming into his eye, then spoke with casual authority: ‘Given the prominence of the victim, who we will assume was the target of assassination, I will personally oversee this case. You and your squad are to act directly under me for the duration. I am sure Inspector-General Fairer will agree…I will inform him when we are at tiffin today.’
 Rizby smiled up at Hawksworth. It was the first time in nearly two years since they had worked together on a case, and it was also the first time in nearly that long he had seen his superintendent brimming with energy.
  
 *   *   *
  
 The rickshaw wallah wore a wide-brimmed hat that bounced up and down as he pumped his legs, panting in the heat. He wore no shirt and his dark skin was slick with sweat as he pulled Hawksworth up the hill along River Valley Road to Panglima Prang, the family seat of the Low dynasty. The Superintendent did not know what to expect when he arrived. He was sure the news of the death would have already reached the Low family through the Chinese gossip machine. For something like this to happen during the lunar new year festivities presented twice the calamity: there was the shock of the immediate loss, then fear of what the inauspicious event portended for the coming year.
 Since he had last visited Panglima Prang two years prior, the Lows had embarked on a project, he knew, to control all the legal opium trade in southern Malaya. They had gained control of the opium and spirit farms – the licensed concession to sell British opium – for Johor and Malacca, and they had cut a deal with the Dutch to gain the farm in the Riau Islands, part of the Dutch East Indies, to the south of Singapore. However, the Cantonese Hai San kongsi still owned the opium farm license for Singapore itself, which is what the Lows now needed most. Singapore was the biggest market and the main transhipment point for the product – without that prized license, the other territories were little more than satellites. Of course all the kongsi were also involved in the illegal opium trade which, by all measures, was equal in total revenue to the legal trade, but if the Lows could gain control of the Singapore opium farm, not only would this give them a monopoly over the other kongsi, but it would also make black-market smuggling easier for them. They would dominate the opium trade across the South China Sea. Perhaps the massacre of Low Teck Beng was the first indication that the Hai San would not let go of the Singapore opium farm all that easily.
 The rickshaw rolled to a halt outside the tall hedgerow that separated the Low property from the main road. Hawksworth paid the panting wallah then strode toward the front entrance, which was barred by a high metal gate set in concrete pillars with Chinese characters in bright red: he could not read them, but knew that they spelled out the Low family name. Two guards came to attention as he approached. Each wore only loose pale-blue cotton changshans and straw boater hats with black bands. One held a parang at his side – a short machete-like sword – the other, Hawksworth noted with alarm, held a large-bore revolver. The Lows were expecting bad company – the news of the son’s death had definitely reached them.
 The tall man did not break his stride, heading directly for the one with the pistol. The guard held up his palm to stop him, but he merely barked out, ‘Superintendent Hawksworth, Straits Settlements Police. Open this gate.’
 Neither guard moved, not from obduracy but confusion: neither spoke English. Hawksworth sighed as he pulled his leather wallet from his breast pocket, then flipped it open to show them the brass shield inside. The one with the parang nodded then spoke quickly to the other, who called to someone inside. Another guard appeared on the other side of the gate – he had been standing behind the concrete pillar – and swung the gate open.
 Once through, he took in a view of havoc. Groups of Chinese of all ages, men and women and children, were roaming the grounds, many of them holding travelling valises; some of the women were wailing, some of the children were sobbing. He noted that the lawn that led to the edge of the hill, which usually provided a stunning view up the Singapore River, across the colonial and Chinese districts, to the ships bobbing in the maritime roads and Batam Island beyond, was now blocked by a portable wooden wayang stage. There were folding chairs stacked on the lawn and red lanterns strung above, useless in the daytime glare. They had been celebrating the new year, he realized, and now the celebrations were over with the death of the fat son. He took the milling bands of Chinese to be the extended family.
 A thin Chinese man dressed in a Western suit, his hair cut and set in the Western style, approached from the house. Hawksworth recognized Low Teck Seng, the son who ran the legitimate trade of the kongsi, the mastermind behind what was already being called in the press and on the street the Low family’s ‘Grand Opium Syndicate.’
 ‘Superintendent Hawksworth, thank you for coming,’ the thin man said before Hawksworth could get a word out. ‘It has been a most terrible day for us. The news of my brother’s passing could not have come at a worse time.’ He spoke perfect English with an Oxbridge accent that indicated years spent, at great expense, with a personal tutor.
 ‘I see you were celebrating the new year…do you have many guests?’
 ‘We do, family from as far away as Guangdong province. Now we must find accommodation for them all beyond the confines of the estate.’
 Hawksworth was about to ask why that was necessary when he surmised that it was because they were expecting another attack as brutal as the first – but to mention this fact directly may be interpreted as an insult since it was openly acknowledging the fact the Lows were involved with illegal trade. This fact was an open secret, but one that would have to be treated delicately in their own home, lest they lose face.
 ‘I am sorry to hear of your loss. Would it be possible to speak inside? I have some information about the case that I think you would like to hear.’
 Teck Seng nodded, looking grave, then led the way toward the main house. The building was famous for its combination of Eastern and Western architecture, combining a Grecian portico with a Chinese roof as though the Pantheon and a pagoda had been smashed together and the resulting jumble piled on a hill in Singapore. The interior, as he knew from previous visits, resembled a rummage sale of antiques and curios from across the Orient mingled higgledy-piggledy with Western furniture and fixtures.
 Once inside, the thin Low excused himself to find his father. The normally quiet home was now filled with a tumult of Chinese families flinging themselves about, children scampering over Persian rugs, young men standing in corners speaking quietly, old women with their personal belongings tied in bundles collapsed on over-stuffed Western sofas, muttering to themselves. A servant appeared noiselessly by his side, motioning him toward a hallway off the main entrance. Hawksworth had been there before – it was a reception hall.
 It was silent and calm inside the room, the chaos and noise of the outer rooms kept out. As during his previous visit, Hawksworth sat in a chair before a dais on which were three chairs where the father and brothers would receive visitors. The only words Low Teck Beng had ever spoken to Hawksworth were from that chair in that room two years before, and they came back to him vividly now, almost like the echo of a living presence, ‘Wah! Maybe he bringing ice.’
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