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1

ONE

WHITE FROTH BUBBLES from the mouth of Chow Sze Teck. The air- 
conditioner is still running and the room is dark. Slumped over the 
mahogany desk in his study, the permanent secretary of the Ministry of 
Housing is, as always, immaculately dressed. He used to say, “you never 
know who’s going to turn up at the door.” His gold-plated hibiscus pin fas-
tens the batik tie to his crisp white shirt. His sparse white hair is combed 
back with no parting, held stiffly by Brylcreem. His pasty skin is more 
criss-crossed than his 65 years should expect. Next to the body, a toppled 
whisky glass has spilt a little of its contents onto a framed family portrait. 
Mr Chow’s slippered feet brush the Persian rug.

Except for an overturned table lamp that has crashed to the marble 
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TWO

LOOKING LIKE A cross between London’s Big Ben and the Mao Zedong 
mausoleum, the grey shoebox Parliament House, with its fat columns 
strains to inspire awe and respect. What it lacks in elegance, Parliament 
House attempts to compensate for with robust debate. 

Such as today, when lone opposition member of Parliament, Hoo Liem 
Choh, urges the prime minister to set up an inquiry into alleged corrup-
tion at the Ministry of Housing. Hoo is everything Wee is not. Wee has 
patrician blood coursing through his veins, read law at Cambridge and 
suffers no fools. Hoo’s parents once ran a fishball noodle stall in a Toa 
Payoh wet market; young Hoo attended Chinese-medium neighbourhood 
schools before pursuing a useless course in Chinese studies at Nanyang 

floor, every piece of furniture in the study gleams. Only the tassels of 
the Persian rug have been slightly ruffled, and the maroon leather chair 
pushed away from the desk towards a closed window. 

In the dining room downstairs, a bay window is open. The warm 
afternoon breeze teases the lace curtain into a whirling sail. It drifts out 
to the garden, as if reaching for the hibiscus, curling their weary petals 
after hours of flowering. 
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CPIB is currently conducting a thorough, no-holds-barred interrogation 
of the staff at the Ministry of Housing. The director of the board will 
report directly to me.” 

“Mr Speaker, sir, as this is a very serious case, it is very necessary that 
an independent body be set up and find out what is going on ah, for the 
public has a right to know.”

“The Honourable Member for Kampong Bahru is suggesting that the 
CPIB is not an independent body!” a backbencher hollers. “The CPIB has 
contributed to the stability of our country many more times than the slip-
pery opposition in this House. I think Mr Hoo owes the CPIB an apology 
for his ill-conceived claim.” 

His fellow MPs shout in unison, “Apologise, apologise!”
Taking a leaf from the books on ancient Chinese court intrigue, Hoo 

persists. “Mr Speaker, sir, I myself...am a great admirer of the CPIB for its 
good work in the commercial sector. But to get one government department 
to investigate the affairs of another is like asking a eunuch to tell on an 
imperial concubine.”

“He is insinuating that the CPIB is impotent. I think the Member for 
Kampong Bahru is confused as to who the eunuch is in this House.” The 
minister for home affairs laughs at what he thinks is his cleverness, which 
leads to the merriment of his chums, who chorus, “Eunuch!”

“The minister should learn more about Chinese history and not take me 
literally. With due respect to the CPIB and the prime minister’s office, I 
think it is very important to form a commission consisting of people who 
are not beholden to anyone within the government. For justice must not only 
be done—”

“Enough!” Edward Wee glowers at Hoo for sniping at a vital institution 
of the country, an act close to patricide. However, it’s not clear if, by “institu-
tion”, the prime minister is thinking of himself or the anti-corruption board. 

University. In his five years as the sole aberration in a one-party par-
liament, Hoo has borne the brunt of the prime minister’s wrath, which 
erupts each time he is disobeyed. Like a pit bull terrier, Edward Wee 
is good to have as your friend but terrible as your enemy. On the other 
hand, Hoo remains stoic when his parliamentary colleagues sling epithets 
such as “Chinese helicopter” (a slur started by army recruits who laughed 
at those from Chinese-medium schools who pronounced “Chinese-edu-
cated” to sound like ‘Chinese helicopter”) and “mangy mongrel” in his 
face to score points with their political master. Having polished the art of 
agreeing with their boss to the extent that they have lost the will and skill 
to argue issues, the elected representatives of the people have resorted 
to clichés and name-calling. And Hoo’s goldfish eyes, straggly goatee 
and slightly hanging lower lip further lend him to ridicule by the other 
69 Honourable Members. This period will live in some of the members’ 
memoirs as the Golden Era of Wit. 

Still, Hoo takes his role as the solo dissenter in an otherwise convivial 
House very seriously. The problem is that Edward Wee is a man with 
no time to waste on tedious deliberation. Especially when Hoo launches 
into his Mandarin-infused English, or Manglish, speech: “This is a very 
serious case ah, of the permanent secretary of the housing ministry 
accused of receiving kickback of millions of dollar from building con-
tractors. Mr Speaker, sir, it is very important that the housing ministry 
is transparent and accountable. The ministry’s financial statements and 
tender documents have to stand up to public scrutiny. If the present alle-
gations are...eh, true, then it would be a very sad—”

Shaking his head at the new depths of human ignorance, Edward Wee 
interjects, “The member for Kampong Bahru should not be too generous 
with taxpayers’ money by calling for the formation of a commission of 
inquiry every time someone brings charges against the government. The 
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THREE

MRS CHOW IS the first to discover her husband’s body after she returns 
home from dinner with her younger daughter, Hoong. Fighting down 
panic and confusion, she rings Hoong, clutching the phone so hard her 
hand cramps. She rattles off a string of Cantonese and makes a noise that 
does not sound human. When Hoong makes out what has happened, she 
calls for an ambulance. 

At the East Shore Hospital, Mrs Chow’s four children trade accusations 
for not having spent more time looking after their father when the inves-
tigation started. Yang, the younger son, has the weakest excuse for failing 
in his duty, since he lives with their parents and is not gainfully employed. 
He was at a pub drinking himself blind when his father collapsed onto that 

His carefully cultivated Cambridge accent lapses into something closer 
to the local intonation as he continues, “This House has heard enough of 
Mr Hoo’s fabulous gibberish. He is out of order. I’m telling him that the 
CPIB will come out with a definitive report on the case concerning the 
housing ministry in a week’s time. The perpetrators will be charged in a 
court of law.” 

“Mr Speaker, sir, I believe I still have the floor—”
“This House rules that the Member for Kampong Bahru is out of 

order,” the Speaker proclaims. 
On that note, the lonely voice of the opposition dissipates into the 

steam of hot impatience. A veil of embarrassment enshrouds the grey 
shoebox that hunches next to its grand cousins down St. Andrew’s Road, 
the green-domed Supreme Court and the colonnaded City Hall. Fronting 
these two pillars of the country’s democratic structures, the Padang bakes 
in the late afternoon sun. Its freshly mown lawn hasn’t yet been assaulted 
by hockey sticks as it’s still too scalding. Better to sip an iced lemon tea or 
chilled Tiger beer at the bar of the Singapore Cricket Club at the edge of 
the manicured lawn, like the lawyers and bankers from the nearby CBD.
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“What I’m saying is we have found those prescription drugs and 
alcohol in the patient’s blood system, in quantities that are more than 
sufficient to cause his death. As to why the patient took those drugs, that 
is for the police to find out. My colleague, Dr Hussein, is informing the 
police now. We will give them and your family a full medical exam report 
on the cause of death.” 

“Just like that. Cause of death: drug overdose.” Yang attempts a tone 
of irony but the jerkiness of sorrow gets in the way. 

Ling steps forward and speaks right into the doctor’s face. “We 
demand a full investigation into the death of our father. Get all your doc-
tors and pathologists and forensic experts and—” She drops her head and 
walks towards the stairwell again. Ming rams his fist on the concrete 
wall. Hoong helps their mother back into a chair, holding her as she sobs. 
The doctor keeps his eyes on the disinfectant-scrubbed floor, apologises 
for not being able to do more and leaves.

*

A stone’s throw from Parliament House and City Hall, now designated 
as “heritage”, the Sheares Bridge rises like a pouting child of the 1980s. 
An awesome viaduct on state-of-the-art buttresses, the bridge flies over 
the mouth of the Singapore River, enabling commuters to the eastern sub-
urbs to bypass the congestion of the city. 

A golden mile of residential palaces and California-style condominiums 
facing the South China Sea, the East Coast is an anomaly in a land-scarce 
island where four in five persons live in high-rise pigeonholes. A tourist in 
a taxi travelling from Changi Airport to their hotel on Orchard Road via 
the East Coast over Sheares Bridge, through the heritage district, will be 
forgiven for thinking that Singapore is well and truly a garden city. The 
breezy stretch of land has, over the years, been invaded by the seriously 

mahogany desk. He sips his black coffee from the hospital vending machine 
in silence as his brother, Ming, the lawyer admonishes him. Yang remem-
bers leaving the house before his father returned from work yesterday, like 
every other day. He got home at around midnight and learned from the maid 
that his father was in hospital. Why didn’t anyone call him on his mobile? 
He wishes that the plastic cup he is holding contained something friendlier 
than the chemical-tasting brew. He puts his free hand in his pocket and 
turns absently to the door. 

Ming grabs his arm, as if trying to shake him out of his stupor. “Where 
you going?”

“Just stretching my legs,” he mumbles. 
Mrs Chow weeps quietly, seated on a chair welded to several others 

lining a wall outside the operating theatre. By her side, Hoong stares 
vacantly at the opposite wall. The older daughter, Ling, walks away to the 
stairwell at the end of the hallway. Under a ‘No Smoking’ sign, she lights 
up a cigarette. She takes a deep drag, holds it then exhales the smoke in a 
single long gust. After a few more drags, she crushes the butt against the 
wall till the tobacco leaves scatter over the floor. 

 At 1.15am, two doctors emerge from the emergency theatre. One says 
he will inform the police, while the other breaks the news to the family 
that Chow Sze Teck had a massive heart attack and his heart had stopped 
beating by the time he arrived at the hospital. They have not been able to 
revive him.

“The morphine blood level is 1.48 milligrams per litre, almost three 
times a lethal dose. Alcohol and diazepam, what most people call Valium, 
was also found in the bloodstream. The patient would have become 
unconscious almost immediately and died without much pain.”

Breaking her silence for the first time that night, Ling asks in a thin, 
choking voice, “Why would Father take all those drugs?”
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simply been indifferent. What sort of daughter had she been to her father? 
Had she brought him more heartache and trouble than joy? She shuts her 
mind to those sentimentalities and fixes it on the funeral arrangements. 

“I think we should have a short, quiet wake at Mount Vernon Crema-
torium. No sermons, no eulogies, no feasting, no candles, no incense, no 
music and no chanting,” she says. 

“And what are the guests supposed to do then?” declares Ming. He 
says that such a sendoff would not afford recognition to their father’s 30 
years of contribution to the country. 

“What about a quiet and dignified funeral at St Andrew’s Cathedral?” 
says Hoong. That would provide a more exalted site for dignitaries such 
as the prime minister and the minister for finance (who happens to be her 
father-in-law) to say a few words about their late father. 

Yang suggests a quiet and dignified three-day wake with good food 
and fine wine at the Palace Casket, since their father loved his burgundy 
and a good chat. Not convinced himself it is a sound suggestion, he gives 
his siblings an apologetic smile and heads to the bar. He opens a bottle 
of shiraz. As he swirls the liquid, he imagines he sees his older brother’s 
acrimonious look in the reflection on the glass. 

The discussion is cut short when five men from the Criminal Investiga-
tion Department (CID) arrive in two cars. Their usual brashness is cloaked 
under exaggerated civility, seemingly out of respect for the deceased and 
his public office. Outside the high gate at the end of the sprawling garden, 
they produce police badges and request permission to conduct a search. 
Ming unlocks the wrought-iron gate and requests they park their cars in 
the driveway, so as not to alarm the neighbours unnecessarily. 

As his men comb other rooms, the deputy superintendent of police 
invites Mrs Chow to the study and gently questions her on the condition 
and position of the body and furniture in the study as she found them. 

rich, raiders of the stock market and top-ranking civil servants. 
Such as the late permanent secretary of the Ministry of Housing. His 

champagne pink mansion resembles a Pop Art museum and is studded 
with French windows that lead out to a hibiscus garden. Past the dried-up 
grotto in the foyer, a long aquarium divides the large living area from 
the dining room, and breathes life into a house with little smell of human 
habitation. The aquamarine light from the fish tank and the red Japanese 
carp shimmers in the unlit room. A curved marble staircase, straight out 
of a 1960s Hollywood movie set, sweeps up towards five bedrooms and 
a study. On the landing, early morning light shines on an oil painting of 
the patriarch of the house dressed in the full regalia of a Malay sultan, 
with heavily decorated epaulettes. The yellow silk sash draped across his 
flabby body is stretched taut. His eyes look into the far horizon, across the 
Straits of Johor into the mist of an era past.

After several hours at the hospital, the Chows return to their man-
sion, abuzz with activity and visitors even though it is only daybreak. 
The fish in the aquarium go into a frenzy, partly due to the maid’s over-
zealous feeding. For the first time in many years, Chow Sze Teck’s sons 
and daughters are together again in the house he built for them. To avert 
any unaccustomed passions catching them by surprise, they discuss the 
funeral arrangements. But not knowing when they can retrieve the body 
from the hospital, and for that matter, not knowing why it happened at all, 
intensifies the state of chaos. 

Until the investigation, the patriarch had been to Ling a mere fuzzy 
outline of an ageing man existing in her subconscious. On his deathbed in 
the hospital, Ling noticed for the first time the deep lines etched into her 
father’s face by the business of living and worrying. The bags below his 
eyes bulged so much he looked as if he had two pairs of eyes, now forever 
closed. She wonders if her father had died hating her, loving her or had 
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room. I didn’t hear anything until ma’am came home and woke me up.” 
The officer thanks her with a smile. As an afterthought, he gives her 

his calling card and tells her to ring him if she remembers anything else. 
Ling follows the officer to the dining room as he puts on a pair of 

surgical gloves, then sprays substances on furniture, windows and door-
knobs, dusting for fingerprints. She watches the other officers check 
the locks of the doors and windows, looking for signs of forced entry. 
Her eyes glide to Yang at the bar counter, sipping his wine with his eyes 
closed. That guy behaves as though he’s in a French vineyard instead of 
the scene of the crime, she thinks. She goes over and joins her brother. 

After a three-hour to-do, the police leave the mansion, taking with them 
books, notebooks, address books, the whisky glass from the mahogany 
desk, the Persian rug and crumpled paper from the basket under the desk. 
They also take down the names and identity card numbers of each of the 
family members. To check their criminal records and fingerprints, Ling 
is sure of that. 

The DSP apologises once more for any inconvenience his team might 
have caused, but says that depending on the progress of the coroner’s 
inquiry, he may have to invite some of the family members to his office for 
further interviews. “The coroner might also order an autopsy,” he adds. 

*

The minister for housing and his four members of staff arrive in their 
official cars in the afternoon to offer their condolences, though the wake 
has yet to be arranged. The minister says he will fight tooth and nail for the 
family to receive the late permanent secretary’s pension, or at least a gen-
erous ex gratia payment for his many years of outstanding service to the 
nation. For a moment, nobody speaks. The five officials sit on the edge of 
the Italian lounge opposite a pinched-face Mrs Chow and a ramrod-backed 

Despite Hoong and Ming by her side prompting her, Mrs Chow is an eager 
but ultimately useless witness. For in her moment of terror, the cold room, 
the sharp odour of vomit, her husband’s ashen face and his stiffening 
body conspired to immobilise her. In all the trials of her 63 years, this has 
been the most shattering and cruel. She can only remember dashing down 
the stairs for the telephone, even though the study has another phone for 
the permanent secretary’s official use. She could not bring herself to enter 
the study again while waiting for her children and the ambulance. When 
her legs could carry her again, she woke the Filipina maid sleeping in a 
small room next to the kitchen. 

The DSP thanks Mrs Chow for her help and looks around the study. 
Downstairs, in the kitchen, Ling watches an officer ask the maid if 

she has moved anything in the house since last night. 
“No sir. Except I swept the broken glass in the study, sir,” Mary-

Joan answers confidently, rolling her Rs. Mary-Joan is a college graduate 
from Manila. 

“What broken glass?” 
“The table lamp fell to the floor and smashed, sir.”
“When was the last time you saw Mr Chow?”
“Yesterday afternoon, sir.”
“What time yesterday?”
She tilts her head slightly. “About four o’clock, I think.” 
“Did he say anything to you?”
“I told him ma’am and Yang were out, and I asked him if he wanted 

dinner and he said ‘no’. Then he went upstairs and I did not see him 
again.” 

“Did you hear or notice anything upstairs, or did anyone come to see 
him after that?”

“I came back to the kitchen, finished the cleaning and went to my 
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“Father has been poisoned!” Ling says heatedly.
“This is a matter for the CID to decide.”
Ling throws her arms up in surrender. “The CID. CPIB. Soon we’ll have 

every government department snooping around the house.” She gropes in 
her jeans pockets, then reaches for her Salem pack on the coffee table.

“Ling, if you must smoke, can you do it outside?” Ming snaps. 
She leaves the pack on the table. 
Ming, speaking in a deferential tone, sees the minister and his coterie 

out of the gate. 
During the exchange, Mrs Chow and Hoong have remained silent. 

After the delegation has left, the older woman says she is tired and asks 
Hoong to accompany her to her room. Yang tops up his glass. Ling stares 
after her mother and sister as they ascend the stairs. From the landing, her 
father stares out from his portrait. 

Hoong. Ming and Ling stand behind their mother, exchanging glances. 
Yang has not moved from the bar since the CID search that morning.

Then Ming, with an imperceptible bow, says, “Thank you minister for 
your kind thoughts. But you seem to imply that you may encounter some 
resistance in trying to do that?” 

“Umm...I do not wish to pre-empt what my colleagues from other 
departments might do. But as I have said earlier, I will do my utmost to 
ensure that Sze Teck receives the recognition that is due to him, even in 
his death.” 

 “Are you referring to your colleagues at the CPIB?” Ling butts in. 
The temperature in the room seems to drop several degrees. Ming 

gives his sister an arctic stare. 
“They are conducting the investigation,” the minister replies, in the 

bald style of Parliamentary Question Time.
“So what has the CPIB found out about Father?” Ling pursues.
“The prime minister said yesterday in Parliament that the CPIB will 

conclude the investigation in a week’s time and will report to the prime 
minister’s office. And I don’t know if any of you know about this, but 
yesterday morning, before the Parliament sitting, your father returned $12 
million to the ministry.”

“What?” Ling shouts. “Father wouldn’t have $12 million!” 
Ming looks as if he’s been kicked in the liver. “That is what the CPIB 

must investigate. We—we appreciate your letting us in on this, minister. But 
is the CPIB equating the return of the money to—an admission of guilt?” 

Cutting through the reverence for authority, Yang puts down his glass 
and speaks from the bar. “Mr Tan, you obviously know more about the 
whole case than my family does. Are you saying there’s a connection 
between Father’s death and the corruption case?”

“This is a matter for the CID to decide,” the minister says.
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the ambulance had not caused the death of her husband. She also feels a 
vague, unacknowledged sense of liberation. After the initial sense of loss, 
like an amputation of a part of her body, she is learning to adjust to the 
new terrain, and finds it not entirely inhospitable. The widow’s brown 
housecoat belies a lighter Madam Chan, a woman who has been eclipsed 
by a lifetime of playing the good wife of a trade unionist, politician and 
permanent secretary. 

The inspector apologises for bothering the family. “My name is Lim 
Siew Kian. I just need to ask a few questions to understand the full cir-
cumstances surrounding the death of Mr Chow Sze Teck.” A disturbing 
calm emanates from the stillness of his gaze.

Mrs Chow offers him Chinese tea with an amiable smile and eases 
into a couch. “I thought I already told them yesterday everything what.” 

He takes out a pocket notebook. “Please bear with me, I need to 
broaden the parameters of the inquiry. Mrs Chow, how was your relation-
ship with your husband?” 

“What do you mean?”
“Can you describe what sort of husband Mr Chow had been to you?”
“Nobody ever ask me that sort of question before. We married for over 

40 years. What is there to say? He is like any other men, lor, work hard, 
bring up the children.” 

The inspector smiles again and puts away his notebook. “I understand 
that you may not want to say anything bad about your late husband. But 
in order to help us get to the truth of the matter, I hope you will tell me 
everything you know about Mr Chow. Like...had he been a good husband 
to you? Had he been cruel to you or anyone you know?”

“Of course he was a good husband. I only study a few years in school, 
but he still bring me to all his official functions, meet the prime minister, 
meet VIPs from America, England and many other countries.” She slides 

FOUR

THE NEXT DAY, a man turns up at the Chow mansion, introducing him-
self as an inspector from the CID. He flashes his identity tag to Mary-Joan 
before returning it to his shirt pocket. He appears slightly over 50. His 
high forehead, deep-set eyes and grizzly hair lend him an aura of wisdom. 
But it is his huge doorknob nose that draws all the attention. His sky blue 
short-sleeved shirt and navy blue trousers would have made him look like 
an aircon repairman if not for his thick bifocal lenses. 

Mary-Joan escorts him to the lounge to meet a more composed and 
relaxed Mrs Chow. Since she found her husband’s body in the study, she 
realises her behaviour has not befitted the wife of a senior civil servant. 
In the deeper recesses of her heart, she prays that her delay in calling for 
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thing also? Excuse me, inspector, are you saying I—”
“I’m sorry, Mrs Chow, this is routine questioning. I need to establish 

the motive or the lack of it for any crime under investigation.”
“You are saying Sze Teck was murdered?” Her powdered face blanches 

with the thought of a killer lurking in the house. 
“We don’t know. Hopefully, this inquiry will find that out.”
Her composure wearing away, she pursues, “I thought—I thought yes-

terday the minister said Sze Teck killed himself because—because of—”
“That is just conjecture. Mrs Chow, as far as you know, would you say 

there is somebody out there who would like to see your husband, er...out 
of the way?”

“Oh dear. That is terrible. I doncht know.” She shifts in her seat and 
wrings her hands. She mumbles about the tea and walks to the kitchen to 
get more despite protests from the inspector that his cup is still full. 

She returns with a fresh pot of tea and a cup for herself. She sips slowly 
but her mind is not on the jasmine fragrance. The inspector resumes. “I’m 
sorry if I’ve upset you, but did he tell you anything about enemies he 
might have made in the course of his work? Anything at all?”

Her irritation is clear. “I said already what. He never tell me anything. 
I’m just one of the maids in the house.” 

“Do you know if Mr Chow had made a will and do you know the 
contents of the will?”

“No. Maybe he told Yang or Ming. They are his favourite.”
“You mean your sons? Chow Ming and Chow Yang would have been 

told by their father that they would get the lion’s share of his estate?” 
“I doncht know. Maybe. But, inspector, you don’t think my sons kill 

their own father to—?”
“No, no, no. Mrs Chow, I just want to know the facts.”
She looks up the stairs at the painting of her husband at his most 

the jade bangle on her forearm to her wrist. The translucent emerald-green 
family heirloom catches the window’s light.

“Did you enjoy those official functions?”
“Okay lah. Nice food. But frankly speaking ah, I prefer to play mahjong 

with my friends.” She raises her hand to cover her mouth as she laughs. 
“And that caused frequent arguments between you and your husband?”
“Not really. How can an old woman with little education argue with 

the perm sec? I just do what he say, lor.”
“So you became resentful of your husband?”
“Aiyah, we married so long and now he is dead, what’s the use of 

talking about all that?”
The inspector’s smile is plastered to his face. “That’s a very beautiful 

piece of jade.”
“Ya, nowaday you can’t find such precious jade.” Her face beams and 

she plays with the bangle around her wrist. 
“Mrs Chow, you seem a very understanding and supportive wife. Mr 

Chow must have been very lucky to have you by his side all these years.”
“Ha, I’m not so sure about that. I’m just a yellow-face old wife, embar-

rass him only. Sometime, he behave like I’m not around, especially after 
the children all grow up. He doesn’t like me to call my friends for mah-
jong. Said not a ‘dignified’ game.” She laughs again. 

“And now, you can do as you please. You can invite your mahjong 
kakis over. You don’t have to attend those stuffy dinner parties. You don’t 
have to take instructions from anyone any more.” With a genial face, the 
inspector maps out what had only been the housewife’s hazy sense of 
newfound freedom. 

Touching the jade bangle again, she replies defensively, “All my life, 
every meal I have depend on other people. I bring up four children and 
now they all want to have their own life. You don’t think I deserve some-
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All I can do is pretend I doncht know. That woman in Hong Kong will 
get more money than me.” 

“What woman in Hong Kong?” 
Mrs Chow stares blankly at the inspector. “His mistress.”

magnificent and decorated. A wave of gratitude surges in her chest. 
She blesses her husband for giving her a big house to loll in the lap 
of luxury and a maid to do her bidding. She can even forgive him for 
ignoring her existence, for treating her as one of his accessories, for not 
asking her opinion on things that mattered. For when she thinks about 
it, it suited her just fine. She generally does not have very much to say 
about most things. She only wishes he had also ignored her “undignified 
habits”, such as mahjong. With the possibility of murder, her heart goes 
out to her husband for dying such a horrible death. Definitely not very 
dignified. Not that it would be any better if it had been suicide. Now, 
whenever she smells something sharp or acidic, she will think of her 
husband lying on the study desk. If Heaven were kind, it should have let 
him die of an illness and go quietly, without having the house crawling 
with policemen. 

“Sorry, you were asking me something?”
“Whether your sons know about the will.”
“Oh, I only guess. If my husband wants to tell anyone about the will, 

he will tell Ming and Yang.”
The inspector sits up, pushes his glasses up the bridge of his nose 

and appears even more respectful. “Madam Chan, if you don’t mind my 
addressing you as that, how did your two daughters feel about that sort 
of favouritism?”

“They all move out, lor. Hoong last time cannot wait to get married. 
Ling is the rebellious one, haven’t got married but never come home. 
She live in Australia many years and come back this time only because 
of her father’s problem.”

“What about yourself, Madam Chan? You’re not angry with your 
husband for not leaving you with anything?”

“Of course I am angry. But what can I do? He has done worse things. 
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tural ceremony at the Palace Casket.
The wreaths lining the walls and their fragrance wafting across the 

air-conditioned parlour induce a hint of spring freshness to the sombre 
tone. Relatives, friends, cabinet ministers and other government officials 
numbering a few hundred who knew or knew of the permanent secretary, 
stream in to pay their last respects. The closed casket with the autopsied 
body is placed at the front of the room, behind the altar draped in white 
velvet. A dark wood framed photograph of Chow Sze Teck in a regal pose 
and Malay sultan costume is propped up at the centre of the altar. White 
candles on silver candlesticks glow beside the frame. Red hibiscus, cut 
from the Chows’ garden at home, droop in crystal vases. Guests take 
their turn at the altar, bow and sit in rows of newly upholstered chairs 
facing the altar. 

Dispensing with priests and monks, Ming has arranged for three digni-
taries to offer words of praise. With a cassette tape playing Buddhist chants 
softly in the background, the minister for finance steps up to the lectern by 
the side of the altar. As he waxes philosophical about the late permanent 
secretary’s intrepid battle with the communists during the turbulent 1950s, 
Hoong’s young son squeals and kicks his baby sister in the stomach. Hoong 
promptly drags her two screaming children out of the room. Her husband, 
the pot-bellied son of the minister at the lectern, throws an exasperated 
look at his children but remains seated, nodding sagaciously at every word 
from the speaker. Next, the chairman of the National Trade Union speaks, 
without irony, of more legendary tales about how Chow had clobbered the 
wildcat strikes of the 1960s, and organised the workers into a disciplined, 
productive workforce. The minister for housing follows by declaring great 
admiration for Chow for having worked tirelessly to provide every family 
in the country with a home. The timbre of the three eulogists harmonises 
with the soporific chanting from the tape. 

FIVE

THE EQUANIMITY WITH which Mrs Chow talks about her husband’s 
mistress is credit to time-honoured feudal thought as much as to her tol-
erance of the man’s failure. For her generation and many before hers, 
women were brought up to obey their fathers at home, their husbands in 
marriage and their sons after their husbands had passed on. While Mrs 
Chow is no foot-bound illiterate, she could not and would not fight the 
cultural leviathan of the past. After 40 years of acceptance, it has become 
her nature. Now that the patriarch is not around, she is quite happy to let 
her sons take over from where their father had left off. Starting with the 
funeral arrangements. After a rigorous discussion on various rites and 
customs, pomp versus dignity, her two sons finally settle on a multicul-
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blue outfit to black and white. His gaze penetrates the sympathy to study 
every guest’s face. 

After the formal part of the ceremony, Ming invites everybody to light 
refreshments spread out on two white-skirted tables at the other end of 
the room. The delicacies on silver trays rival those at a high-tea buffet 
in a five-star hotel. Liveried waiters serve tea and coffee in white china, 
orange juice, mineral water and wine in sparkling glasses. 

Ming stands throughout, shifting from foot to foot. He nods and offers 
a sad smile to all who come to hold his arm. A few distraught relatives 
embrace him, provoking tears from both parties. A doddering second 
cousin of Chow’s asks Ming about the cortege. Ming mumbles something 
to the effect that it will be a private thing and no fuss.

“But you are the eldest son of Sze Teck. You have to make sure your 
father gets a decent burial, otherwise his soul will have no peace.”

“Ya, I know, Uncle Ching. We will cremate the body at Mount Vernon 
and scatter the ashes in the sea.”

“What? Throw his ashes into the sea and feed the fish?” The uncle’s 
legs wobble as he utters these words in apparent horror.

“Uncle Ching, your arthritis is acting up again. Why don’t you sit 
down and I’ll get you a drink.” Ming turns to go.

Yang gives his brother a wry smile, at the sight of him humouring 
their rheumatoid uncle, then gets himself another glass of red. He retreats 
to an empty room adjoining the buzzing parlour. He has had enough of 
putting on a grieving face in front of reproachful relatives and successful 
old classmates from Anglo-Chinese School. While he is grateful this is 
not the usual three-day wake of a Taoist funeral, he rues his idea of the 
tea buffet, which has encouraged guests to dawdle. As the cutlery clatters 
against porcelain through the thin wall, he imagines his father looking 
out of the casket at the revelry with dismay, as though his family is cel-

Except for Hoong, the Chow family sits in the front row, their heads 
bowed. Each is engaged in their own constructed memories of the patri-
arch, so that the panegyrics become part of the funeral hum. The smoky 
aura of the room triggers Ling’s thoughts to their old house, before the 
family moved to the present severe mansion, before her father became a 
government top dog. 

She had loved the long, dark pre-war terrace shophouse on Neil Road, 
with the ground-floor shop selling coffins and funeral paraphernalia. Pine, 
teak and mahogany coffins of various sizes leaned lengthwise against the 
shop’s walls, looking like tree spirits to her child’s eyes. Paper houses 
and cars and hell money had spilled onto the five-foot way. To reach their 
house on the first floor, the Chows had had to climb a steep, windowless 
rickety staircase between the coffin shop and the beauty parlour next door, 
which had been used as a “comfort house” for Japanese soldiers in World 
War II. Every corner oozed secrets and gory tales of tenants during the 
Japanese Occupation. Ling often scrambled up the stairs in case the tree 
spirits caught up with her. Across the road, a row of workers’ cottages, 
each small as a stable, stood on a dirt plot, inhabited by Malays whose 
chickens free-ranged the ground. Ling remembers one time when she and 
Yang stole eggs from the chicken coop built by their Malay neighbours, 
their father actually spared the cane. He went across the road, chatted 
with the chicken owner, patted his shoulder like an old friend and paid 
for the eggs. That night, her father had fried a minced pork omelette, the 
taste of which still lingers in her mind as she sits facing her father’s altar. 
But as their houses got bigger, Pa’s shoulders got narrower and could not 
carry her any more. As living got more comfortable, life became more 
complex for Ling.

Several rows from the altar, the inspector with the high forehead and 
grizzly hair surveys the scene. He has changed from his aircon-repairman 
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graduation and Auntie Annie says she will get me BMW’s latest sports 
model to make sure I return home.” 

Everybody knew the sainted godpa in question was no less than the 
deputy prime minister himself and his good wife, Auntie Annie, was 
the chairwoman of the United Overseas Bank. Yang lip-farted on those 
proclamations. 

But the virus of competition had eventually spread and infected him. 
Even now, whenever he thinks of how he had just barely scraped through 
his first year after sitting for supplementary exams for three papers, his 
stomach turns. While he was busting his brain trying to remember land-
mark cases on legal principles that weren’t relevant to life, his friends at 
the association were already talking about which class honours they were 
vying for. After those hellfire exams, he had been tormented by frequent 
nightmares of violent red swirling all over his blank answer sheets. He 
had heard of a Malaysian student jumping off the Westminster Bridge 
on the first day of the year-end exams. Yang did not want to end up like 
him. When exams rolled round for the second-year law students, he took 
the train to the Lake District and did not look back. That was his way of 
telling those self-important sons of the gentry that he, Chow Yang, didn’t 
give a damn. 

As he rolls the red wine around in his mouth, he can still remember 
the crack in his father’s voice when he rang from London to tell him he 
had dropped out of law school that year. Yang asked if his father would 
still support him if he switched to do arts. A few days later, Chow sent 
him a telegram saying that as long as Yang promised not to abandon his 
studies and to return home with at least a degree, the money would con-
tinue. Yang was so grateful tears had brimmed in his eyes. He knew his 
father was not rolling in cash and his prolonged stay in Britain would only 
affect his younger sisters’ chances of getting into university when their 

ebrating his departure, which would save them from further ignominy. 
From the day Yang was born a son of a mandarin, he has had to bear 

the cross of becoming a superior man. In today’s language, it means going 
to university. So when he did not make the grade to enter the University 
of Singapore, his father got him a Public Service Commission scholarship 
to send him to any university in Britain which would offer him a law 
course. He did not relish doing law but did not want to further disappoint 
his father. He knew his father wanted him and his brother to become what 
Chow himself could not be, an independent professional who did not have 
to rely on other people’s favour. His father was not yet rich then, but he 
had scraped together enough to afford Yang a comfortable flat in England 
and some money to spend on his hobbies, of which he had many. 

Yang remembers he actually had fun in a provincial university in Bir-
mingham where even the overseas students were relaxed and easy-going. 
Then his father had told him to get active with the Singapore Students’ 
Association in London, where members were groomed for leadership 
positions when they returned home after their studies. Yang suspected 
some of the committee members were on the secret payroll of the Sin-
gaporean government to conduct suitable activities for members who 
would otherwise fall under “bad Western influence.” He hated the endless 
forums the association organised to mould members into model citizens. 
Even at the disco parties held every month, students never failed to one-up 
each other. There was a gang of four Yang loved to hate, who turned up at 
every function to make sure they didn’t lose out on anything. Yang looks 
back with amusement at one such function when one of the gang, the son 
of a banker, told no one in particular but everyone in general that he had 
been offered a spot to do a PhD at Oxford. 

Speaking as if he had marbles in his mouth to mask his Singaporean 
accent, he announced, “My godpa has promised to fly over and attend my 
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tion would guarantee that the Chows be mired in sewage for a thousand 
years, whereas Father’s action might restore a little honour to his muddied 
name. Hope you went away taking this solace with you, Pa, otherwise you 
have punished yourself to excess. 

Yang clasps the wineglass so hard, it cracks and cuts his finger. He 
places the broken glass in a bin, goes to the toilet to wash off the blood 
and returns to the cocktail party. 

turns came. He felt selfish but he liked living in London, around which 
the rest of the world revolved, he thought. He later heard from Ling that 
their father had been promoted to permanent secretary to the Ministry 
of Housing. He was truly happy for his father for, despite running the 
family like an army camp, Chow had always doted on him, sparing him 
the discipline reserved for his siblings. At the same time, as he received 
his monthly remittance, Yang worried that the money had come at some-
body’s expense. After he completed his studies, Chow told Yang to return 
home but he stayed on. He had seen photographs of the big house the 
family had moved into, got more worried about the source of the money 
and wanted to stay away. Much as he wished to please his father, he did 
not want to do the things his father had wished for him, such as joining 
the administrative service. 

He counts the times in his 36 years he had broken his father’s heart. 
How many of those times had his father actually been disappointed with 
himself? Did he actually expect me to become a mandarin when he, of 
all people, should know that there was no honour but shit in it, Yang 
wonders. Or was I the projection screen of his own failings? Did he really 
kill himself? Because he was tired of facing his own abject misery? The 
last time they talked, that weariness in his face, that stillness of his body 
as he stood against the diffused light of the setting sun in the study, that 
yearning for rest, looking for a place to withdraw to. Yang now realises, 
watching him, I should have seen it coming. Father had made so much of 
his own disgrace when it is the legal culpability alone that matters. I made 
the horrible suggestion that Father get out of the country and he gave me 
a look that distorted his face. I can still taste his bitterness in my mouth. 
He could not understand how his son could entertain such a despicable 
possibility. Father had responded to my counsel of amorality with the 
moral simplicity of death. Both would promise a finality, but my sugges-
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temptation of licking the honey from the mouths of the mega-bucks con-
tractors. But did he deserve what he got? Some years back, a bent minister 
jumped bail and is still at large in Taiwan to this day, probably living in 
luxury. At least Chow had stayed put and slugged it out. If it was just 
money, he would at most have gotten a few years. Why had he resorted to 
such a desperate act? Was a more hideous wrong catching up with him?

The inspector gets through the traffic jam into the CBD and reaches 
the maze of a car park to Chow Ming’s office. After a dizzying ride in the 
lift, the door opens onto the 43rd floor of the OCBC Centre; the inspector 
steps into the country’s highest-grossing law firm. Ming’s secretary takes 
him past several glass and chrome rooms and into a painting-lined office 
that looks more like an art gallery. The external trappings accord with 
the inspector’s notes on the eldest son of Chow Sze Teck, worldly-wise 
and accomplished at 29. He has also heard that Chow Ming had been so 
consumed by work and ambition that he neglected his father’s other plan 
for him, to go forth and multiply. Until he turned 35. But by then he had 
neither time nor patience to woo women with witty conversation, movies 
and long dinners. He has only a pragmatic marriage and quiet children 
on his mind. And he has bad skin, beady eyes and a slight hunch which 
makes his 165-cm frame appear even shorter. But that did not stop him 
from hitting on TV starlets when he was in his twenties. He believed that 
what he lacked in looks, he had more than made up for with a scintillating 
career, flash Ferrari and solid lineage. He got himself invited to TV sta-
tion events, and brandished his business card like a real estate agent. Zoe 
Tay had not yet been discovered by the broadcasting station at that time, 
otherwise she would have been his wet dream prize. 

His churlish social skills and lacklustre looks, coupled with flagrant 
expectations of a wife, connive to destroy all his chances of finding a 
partner within the scope of his romanticism. With so much money made 

SIX

HELD UP FOR an hour in the traffic on the Pan-Island Expressway, the 
inspector turns up the air-con and tells himself not to fret over the delay. 
He diverts his thoughts to the life and death of Chow Sze Teck. He is 
amused by the sentimentality of a seemingly unsentimental man. Those 
copious red hibiscus in his garden; the accessories, such as the hibiscus 
motif tiepin he died with, and those same flowers at the funeral. Is the 
hibiscus the birth flower of an old girlfriend or his current mistress? What 
extravagant ideas did he hope his death would induce? If he did kill him-
self, that is. Maybe this is divine retribution, the inspector tells himself. 
But still, many other people have committed worse crimes and are living 
near-nirvana lifestyles. Chow had been too greedy and weak to resist the 
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“For example?”
“For example, whether he did or didn’t do the things he was accused 

of, or if...if there was something he couldn’t tell the CPIB even if it could 
save his life?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Just a hypothetical scenario.”
“Tell me what you think.”
“My theory is that your father could not have obtained those drugs on 

his own. He must have had an accomplice or someone who made those 
drugs available to him.”

“You mean someone wanted him dead?” 
“Are you surprised? Your father was a very wealthy man. In Chinese, 

they say huge trees drive the wind up.”
“And you think they picked a time like this to make it look like—like 

he killed himself?” 
“Just a hunch. Do you know of enemies your father had made or people 

who found your father an obstacle in their project?”
For Ming, the possibility of murder casts a different light on his father. 

Maybe his father was the victim of a vile conspiracy and not the perpe-
trator of some low act? He feels the dead weight on his chest absurdly 
lightened. “Enemies! Sure, those commies back in the 60s.” He curls his 
lips at the thought of leftist elements infiltrating trade unions and inciting 
strikes and riots. 

When Edward Wee led his party to victory in the first general elec-
tion after self-government in 1959, Chow Sze Teck was given the job of 
cleaning up the troublesome unions. Ming remembers he was 13 years 
old when his father had come home in a bloodied shirt. His father had 
told him the communists were exploiting the confusion at the Neptune 
Shipyard after an explosion inside a tanker had killed several workers. 

from his law practice and no one to spend it on, he buys himself a luxu-
rious condominium. He swallows his pride and downgrades from TV sta-
tions to karaoke lounges and pubs, and sleeps with women who humour 
him for some quick cash. One of these women is now returning him the 
favour by providing him with an alibi on the night of his father’s death. 

Armed with this locker-room gossip and a disdain for machismo, the 
inspector feels ready to tackle his subject. “Thank you for giving me the 
time to talk to you.” He can only hope his SBC-newsreader accent, tie 
and tailored pants sit well with the moneyed environs that command a 
stunning view of the Singapore skyline. 

“I’m not sure if I can tell you anything you don’t already know.” As 
lawyers go, Ming is being truthful. The events of the last five days tell 
him that the family has been the last to know anything damaging to its 
reputation, such as the news that his father had returned $12 million to the 
ministry. Before that bombshell was dropped, Ming had always insisted 
his father was not guilty of the charges by the CPIB. His early years of 
defending petty criminals and recent experience of acting for corporate 
clients have helped him appreciate the mental and physical ferocity of 
police interrogation. He had believed his father had buckled under the 
pressure of several weeks of inquisition, and that exhaustion and humili-
ation finally drove him to take his own life. But the $12 million changed 
all that. He is no longer sure of what is real and what is the created reality 
of his own will. These days, he is not certain if he is driving to work or 
if he dreams he is driving to work. He had always looked upon his father 
as an enshrined figure, untouchable. But he now grows weary of being 
the counsel for defence of his father’s memory. He knows the mind of the 
judge has already been made up.

“Mr Chow, I know of all his children, your father trusted you most. Did 
he confide in you anything about the CPIB investigation in his last days?”
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The inspector takes a deep breath as Ming remains distracted. “You 
think the communists are making your father pay for what he did to them 
20 years ago?”

“Possibly.”
“How? From the jungle? Most of them are old and planting vegetables 

along the Thai border.” 
“They are resilient and great organisers.” Ming’s eyes shift to the wild 

daubs and mad splashes of the paintings on the walls.
“What about more recent enemies?” The inspector looks into Ming’s 

eyes and sees dark pools stirring.
“The director of the CPIB.” By dragging the anti-corruption boss 

through the mud, Ming feels he has his revenge on the director. Born into 
a life of privilege, Ming’s childhood path had been paved with private 
tutors and brain tonic food. With all the ambition of a high court judge, but 
without the judicial wisdom and vice, Ming had swotted up piles of law 
books. His father’s success had been a tough act to follow, but Ming vowed 
to become a millionaire before he turned 30. After much sweat and tears, 
he emerged with second upper honours. His degree, achieved without 
having to spend a fortune at an overseas university, cemented Ming’s posi-
tion in his father’s heart and mind. Chow could even wax patriotic about 
the importance of ministers sending their children to local universities.

Politics did not interest Ming, though he saw the advantage of having 
connections in high places. His father took care of that. He got Ming into the 
country’s top law firm, which had been contracted to do the conveyancing 
of the sales of new flats built by the housing ministry. Ming’s meteoric rise 
from legal assistant to partner was thanks to his own hard work as well as 
his father’s clout at the ministry. But since the start of the investigation, his 
gilt-edged world has come crashing down. Instead of receiving a massive 
fortune, he will inherit only his father’s reputation, his standing as a legal 

When the union did not get the compensation they demanded for the fam-
ilies of the dead and injured, they instigated workers to picket the gates 
to the shipyard. Riot squads were brought in and fire hoses were used 
to disperse the pickets. The confrontation escalated. Three thousand Chi-
nese-language secondary school students marched the streets to support 
the demands of the union. Riot police were again called in to defuse the 
flashpoint quickly. But this time, the students were in the mood for a show-
down. When security troops closed in with truncheons, tear gas and even 
guns, the students retaliated with stones and bottles. After three hours of 
running battle, five people were killed. One of them, a 16-year-old student, 
was shot and wounded in one lung. Chow told his young son that before 
taking the injured boy to a hospital, his friends had paraded him around 
the streets to expose the brutality of the police. By the time the boy arrived 
at the hospital, he was dead. 

The violence of the incident was etched in Ming’s juvenile mind. 
From then on, he hated strident demonstrations and screaming protesters, 
believing them misguided by the false god of ideology. He never forgot 
the story often retold by his father. Nor does he forget the blood he saw 
soaking his father’s shirt the day he came home from school. His father had 
taken a rioter with a bleeding head wound to hospital in his car. After that 
episode, he had mentally decorated his father with several more medals. 
Chow’s entry into the hallowed halls of Parliament House further elevated 
his standing in Ming’s mind. How could such a brave and righteous man 
be guilty of such a sordid crime? At the same time, Ming is painfully 
aware that he had consciously blocked out all speculation about the source 
of his father’s wealth even as the family house got bigger and bigger, and 
his father’s list of properties got longer. He probably made it from shrewd 
investment, Ming had assumed. Hadn’t he? He wouldn’t have been so 
goddam stupid, surely, or do anything to harm himself or his children? 
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high-flyer shot down by the chimera of his father’s guilt. 
“The director of the CPIB?” The inspector knits his eyebrows.
“My father coughed blood under interrogation. They kept him in a 

dingy room for 24 hours, hammering him with the same questions again 
and again. You think they would dare to treat him like that without the 
director’s approval? And they kept dragging him back for more ques-
tioning, the same questions. Each time, he grew several years older.”

“Perhaps he was just getting a taste of his own medicine,” the inspector 
ruminates.

“What did you say?”
The inspector clears his throat. “What axe do you think the CPIB 

director had to grind with your father?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did your father tell you anything else or did you yourself observe 

anything?”
Ming shakes his head. He leans back into his leather swivel chair. He 

feels the silent searching stare of the inspector boring holes into his body. 
Amid the splendour of his office, Ming’s downcast eyes and laboured 
breathing throw a veil of inexplicable pathos over his shrinking body. 

Eventually, Ming cannot tolerate the staring any more. “Perhaps I’m 
one of your usual suspects? After all, my brother and I would have gotten 
the most of our father’s money if they had not—” His mouth feels parched 
and he desperately needs a drink of water. He knows the government has 
frozen his father’s estate, and the CPIB is tracing his father’s secret bank 
accounts all over the world. He will not get even a brick of the properties.

“I’ve ruled you out.”
“Why?’
“Because you are one of the few people who admired your father.” 

SEVEN

INSIDE PARLIAMENT HOUSE, Hoo Liem Choh waits for his turn to 
move a motion he has tabled earlier. He reads a newspaper report on the 
funeral of Chow Sze Teck while sitting out another debate on reducing 
the number of Class C beds in public hospitals. His right leg shakes invol-
untarily. Hoo looks around at his parliamentary colleagues and thinks he 
has found evidence of life after death. He feels almost contrite he has to 
move a motion later and disrupt the affability in the house. He begins to 
understand why many of his labouring-class constituents wish for their 
children to become MPs—5,000 dollars a month and no heavy lifting.

His turn comes at last. “Mr Speaker, sir, there are many questions 
surrounding the death of the permanent secretary of the Ministry of 
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Housing. For example, since the drugs that killed Mr Chow Sze Teck 
need a prescription, and Mr Chow had been under surveillance for many 
weeks before his death, how was it possible he got those drugs under the 
close watch of the CPIB?”

Edward Wee’s face turns crimson, then purple. “Just who is the 
Member for Kampong Bahru insinuating assisted the permanent secre-
tary in his suicide?”

“If it is suicide,” Hoo replies. “The CID has not finished their investi-
gation. Why has the prime minister already formed his conclusion?”

“The Member for Kampong Bahru is making a very serious allegation 
here. He thinks he can be protected by parliamentary privilege.” 

“Please, prime minister, hear me out. I’m not here to make any allega-
tions. I was only saying, before I was interrupted, in view of the unusual 
circumstances of the death of the permanent secretary, I propose a motion 
to form an independent commission of inquiry to look into—”

A backbencher cuts in. “Mr Speaker, I propose that the Member of 
Kampong Bahru is out of order as he proposed the same in the last sitting 
and he had been ruled out of order.” 

Hoo persists. “Mr Speaker, sir, I have tabled a motion according to 
parliamentary procedures and should be given time to speak without 
interference from other honourable members.” 

The Speaker of the House grants him the floor. 
“The need for a commission of inquiry is very critical ah, now that 

Mr Chow has passed on. The public need to know what happened to the 
CPIB investigation of the permanent secretary before his death. Is there a 
connection between the investigation and Mr Chow’s death?”

“Mr Hoo seems to have forgotten there are relevant agencies taking care 
of the two cases,” the minister for home affairs interjects.

The opposition MP raises his voice and his hand to regain the floor but 

the Speaker gives it to Edward Wee. “The CPIB and the CID are concluding 
their investigations. The public will soon be told the truth. In the meantime, 
I’ll personally see to it that no one, not even, or especially, members of 
Parliament, gets away with making scurrilous remarks and criminal defa-
mation.”

Once again, the opposition leader has committed lese-majesty, but Hoo 
is a regular defendant in the prime minister’s legal suits. Woes have dogged 
him from the time he became the leader of the Labour Party and challenged 
the ruling juggernaut. The Inland Revenue Department had dredged up his 
income tax returns for the last ten years, found $200 interest earned from 
an undeclared fixed deposit account and fined him $7,000. That penalty, 
under the constitution, disqualified him from standing for election for five 
years. That was just his rite of passage to the world of opposition politics.

Hoo fell out with his parents when he took up the cudgels for workers at 
the age of 30 instead of building up his trading firm that imported bathroom 
accessories from Thailand. His father came to Singapore as a migrant coolie 
from war-torn, famine-stricken China. Old Hoo worships Edward Wee as 
heaven’s gift from the British. The man has bestowed him gangster-free 
streets, and a hawker’s licence to sell his noodles to raise his six children. 
His three-room public housing flat further strengthens his faith in Edward 
Wee as the best thing to have happened to Singapore after the sun had set 
on the British Empire. With the Ministry of Housing on a building spree, 
proud homeowners were scouring for quality bathroom accessories as 
much as they were spending on Italian sofas. Young Liem Choh’s business 
was doing a brisk trade. His parents could not understand why their son and 
the only university graduate in the family would not develop his lucrative 
business but instead obsess about workers’ rights. That struck fear in the 
old man who had escaped from Red China. About the time Hoo burst on 
the scene and pooh-poohed Wee’s population policy that compelled less-ed-
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ucated women to be sterilised after their second child, his father suffered a 
massive stroke that paralysed the right side of his body. Instead of blaming 
it on a lifetime of lard, animal innards and cheap alcohol, Liem Choh’s 
mother never forgave her beloved son, and booted him out of the house. 

Over the years, his hatred for Edward Wee has grown in intensity and 
taken on a personal slant. Behind the stoicism in his slanging match with 
Wee in Parliament, he has wished his arch enemy death from a heart bypass 
or assassination. For if he can’t beat Wee in politics, the younger Hoo hopes 
to outlive him. So each time Hoo reads about the prime minister running 
five kilometres every morning, bodyguards in tow, he curses. 

 Hoo feels no sorrow over the death of Chow Sze Teck, who had been 
one of the most virulent attackers of the Labour Party during his days 
as chief of the National Trade Union. Still, Hoo smells a rat in the Chow 
tragedy and any self-respecting MP, oxymoron notwithstanding, should 
raise the alarm. With the resultant legal threat from the prime minister, he 
can only sit on his hands and wait. The PM has never lost in a Singapore 
court of law.

But Hoo is reassured by the fact that he is living in a rented flat and 
enjoying public transport. Therefore he has nothing more to lose in the 
event of another defamation farce. Of course, he may yet be bankrupted 
and debarred from Parliament forever. But since being elected, he has 
done everything by the book, had his accountant check every figure on his 
income tax returns, and has developed the habit of counting to ten and not 
responding to any provocation in Parliament or in the media.

Many people ask him why he is doing what he does when it is exacting 
such a high personal cost, when he could have made a lot of money from 
his trading business. The 45-year-old bachelor can only answer, “I don’t 
like dictators.”

EIGHT

CHOW YANG HAS arranged to meet the inspector in a pub in Holland 
Village instead of at home so as not to disturb his mother. He has some 
time to kill, as usual, before the appointed time and strolls to a hawker 
centre in Tiong Bahru. The food stalls here, next to the wet market, were 
his school-day hangout, selling bouncy fishball noodles in soya and chilli 
sauces and tooth-decaying desserts. He also loved the sweet and savoury 
barbecued pork bun that has been voted top island-wide for many years.

He treads carefully on the slippery cement floor and orders a cheng tng. 
He is tempted to get a couple of barbecued pork buns but is deterred by the 
long queue at the stall, snaking out to the roadside. Singaporeans love their 
food—it is about the only constant in the fast changing society, he smiles 
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benignly to himself. The hawker centre is swarming with diners who find 
it cheaper and endlessly more convenient to eat out than to cook at home. 
He finds a small rickety table and a wooden stool that have missed the 
eyes of the other prowlers, and settles down. At the next table a man slurps 
up his noodle soup and chats loudly with his mate as though they were in 
an irreconcilable quarrel. The man turns and spits out something caught 
between his teeth, which lands inches from Yang’s feet then continues his 
animated conversation. At another table, a woman shouts in Hokkien at a 
small child for refusing to eat as her husband has ordered a tableful of food. 
The woman is presently told off by her teenage son to stop making a scene. 
Yang believes he has returned to a city of shouters, something he had not 
noticed before he left for the West. He blames the cold and the reserved 
English for making him intolerant of noise. He concentrates on enjoying 
his cheng tng but is repulsed by a stench rising from an open drain choked 
with food scraps. He gets up and leaves the hawker centre to take a taxi to 
the pub. 

The Barnhouse is an unpretentious watering hole, unlike the swanky 
bars on Orchard Road. It is the closest he can find to the workers’ pubs 
in London; even the cigarette smoke and toilet soap smell like those in 
The Rose. Except that the people who come here are Western expatriates 
and local professionals. Cradling a glass of beer between his hands calms 
him, as does the rhythm and blues in the background. He sits on a high 
stool by a dark wood table in a corner, near a timber-latticed window. He 
looks out to the yellow lamp-lit street and envies the purposeful faces of 
the pedestrians, their brisk pace. They seem to amplify his own listless-
ness. He never has to rush for the bus or taxi since he has neither work 
nor critical appointments. The only time in the last two years he got 
agitated waiting for a taxi was when he was late for a dental check-up. 
The dentist kept strict appointment times. He is not certain whether he 

should consider himself lucky for not having to worry about paying the 
next month’s mortgage, or pathetic for not having a job to stress him out. 
In London, it would be called bohemian. In Singapore, he’s a bum who 
lives off his father’s fat. He has been unemployed not for want of trying, 
but he can’t bring himself to work for a transglobal company, helping 
achieve world hegemony of a facile brand that does not make a smidgen 
of difference to anyone’s lives except the shareholders’. The small com-
panies are outright mean and prefer foreign labour, anyway. Anything 
smaller than that his father had forbidden, as he deemed it beneath his 
son. Pa would have fallen into a paroxysm if he had seen me painting 
houses and mowing lawns in London, Yang thinks, smiling to himself. 
He orders another drink.

“Hi.” Lim Siew Kian emerges from behind him. He pats Yang on the 
shoulder as if they were old friends.

“Hi. A beer? It’s on me.” Yang empties his glass and orders a Carls-
berg for the inspector and a Bailey’s Irish cream for himself. 

“You’re in high spirits,” the inspector says. 
“Disgusting, isn’t it? To be jolly so soon after my father died.”
“Where were you between 4pm and 10pm that night?”
“Right here.”
“Was anybody with you at that time?”
“These people here, more or less.”
“Mr Chow, I hope you understand, for the investigation, we need 

to dig into the history of the family, including each member’s medical 
background.”

Yang turns a shade paler than the Bailey’s. “I hope our family doctor 
has given you his full co-operation.”

“I’ve learnt you have been seeing a psychiatrist since your days in the 
UK. You have been on anti-depressant medication on and off...”
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“So?” He puts down his glass but refuses to look at the inspector.
“ It would have been easy for you to obtain the drugs that killed 

your father.”
“I thought the CID was saying it was suicide?”
“That’s one possibility. Even then, he would still have needed someone 

to get those drugs for him.”
“My father had a whole army of people at his disposal. He could build a 

neutron bomb if he wanted to.”
“Until he got into trouble and was stripped of all his powers. The CPIB 

put him under surveillance. He had no way of securing those drugs on his 
own without being found out.”

“So you think I got them for him? Why would I do that? What, like 
euthanasia?” 

“To inherit his vast estate.” The inspector fixes his eyes on Yang’s fine-
ly-sculpted features. 

Yang shutters his heavy eyelids. “You’re crazy.”
The inspector smiles and puts his arm on Yang’s shoulder. “You know 

I’m playing the devil’s advocate.” Seeing Yang is neither amused nor upset, 
he removes his arm. “Do you know who gave him the drugs?”

“If I knew, I would have told the police.”
“Maybe you were angry with the CPIB and wanted to put the blame 

on them?”
“Have they done something I should be angry about?”
“I’ve heard from your brother about how your father was treated during 

the interrogation.” 
Yang orders another beer. He drinks like someone who has fallen 

out with life. He peers at the yellow fizzy liquid between his hands. He 
wonders if the water they poured on his father’s stripped-down body was 
as cold as his beer. The effect must have been colder, he is sure, under 

the full blast of the air-conditioner, verbal abuse and undisguised threats 
from the interrogators. 

“I suppose they had to use some measure of psychological pressure,” 
Yang says, without looking at the inspector.

“Do you know if your father suffered from depression during the 
interrogation?”

“Most probably.”
“But your father must have had far worse experiences in his 

younger days.” 
Yang remembers his father’s moving rendition of how he had fought 

the British with the communists both within and outside of jail. His father 
claimed to have the same commitment of the communists against colo-
nialism but not their zeal to turn the country red. Chow Sze Teck was too 
pragmatic to think the British would let Singapore fall into the hands of 
the Malayan Communist Party. With China under Mao and the conflict in 
Indochina, the domino theory had infected the capitalist West. The Amer-
icans were sending bombs to Vietnam, and foreign aid money to Thailand. 
The least the Brits could do was to hand power over to Right-minded people 
before they left their colonies. 

Time did not dull his memory. Chow had often told his younger son 
how he had met Lim Min Tong and the other freedom fighters when he 
joined the bus workers’ union as its executive secretary. His Chinese edu-
cation and several years as a factory supervisor made him a suitable union 
stalwart. Under the tutelage of Lim, the “boycott Britain” catchcry kindled 
a flame in Chow’s youthful heart. In his old age, Chow would allude to Lim 
as his mentor, and Yang would detect inconsolable regret in his father’s 
reminiscence of Lim’s untimely demise.

“Your dossier on my father must have been quite thick.” Yang’s eyes 
begin to glaze over from the effects of the alcohol.
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“The police could track his every movement but not what was going 
on in his mind.”

Yang’s thoughts drift back to the past. How could an eight-year-old boy 
understand what was going on then? Pa was involved in some anti-colonial 
agitation in 1957. All the unions rallied round Lim Min Tong to demand 
an immediate end to British occupation. Workers, students, trishaw riders 
and passers-by demonstrated at the Padang in front of the City Hall. As 
the crowd continued to swell in numbers and temper, police vans and 
army trucks surrounded the cricket ground. A churning, writhing mass of 
people locked arms and shouted “Down with British imperialism!” The 
secret police in plain clothes identified and targeted the union leaders, 
including Pa. They swooped down on the organisers in the front line, 
while their truncheon-wielding troops forced back the surging masses. 
Lim Min Tong and Pa, among many others, were handcuffed and frog-
marched to black, window-grilled prison trucks parked on the edge of the 
Padang. Pa and his comrades were to remain in detention for the next two 
years.

Yang drains his third Carlsberg. “He was a committed politician.”
“Who?” The inspector seems swept away by his own stream of 

consciousness.
“I thought we were talking about my father?”
“Yes, of course. Did you see him as a deserter later?”
“People are allowed to change.” 
Pa often talked in spectacular detail about his days in prison, how 

that had drummed up even more support from the people, and how it 
had shown up the British badly. Don’t know why, thinks Yang, but our 
forefather from the Qing Dynasty often creeps up in my mind even when 
I’m not dreaming. Is he trying to tell me something? Blasted, whatever it 
is, there’s nothing I can do to change anything. 

While the martyrs tallied their days on the prison walls, his father had 
told him, Edward Wee jostled for power against rival parties as rumours 
of an imminent British withdrawal filled the air. Wee jumped on the 
anti-colonial bandwagon and allied himself with his jailed party mem-
bers. The middle-class Liberal Party accused Edward Wee of sleeping 
with the enemy, and bringing chaos to the country. Of course the first half 
of the allegation was half true. Edward Wee knew too well that Lim Min 
Tong, with his left-leaning mass support, was his trump card as well as 
his Achilles heel. In his selective amnesia, Pa never mentioned this but 
any halfwit could tell that Edward Wee found his strongest ally in Pa, 
whom he knew to be the most malleable of his party colleagues. He got 
Pa to talk to Lim, since they both shared a cell. Pa told Lim that, to give 
the British no pretext for another clampdown on the party when the time 
came for self-government, they had to run on a non-communist platform.

“He was a silly bugger.” Yang waves to the bartender and orders a 
Campari and gin.

The inspector draws closer to Yang. “Because?”
“Because.”
To convince their colonial master that they were not consorting with 

the communists, the wily old fox got Pa to inveigle Lim to sign an under-
taking that he would renounce violence as a means to achieve indepen-
dence, thus implicating Lim of complicity in violent acts. And so it was 
that in 1959, Edward Wee, on the back of blue-collared votes and hobnob-
bing with the old chappies, led his party to electoral victory. He was to 
run the country for the next three decades with Pa as his useful idiot. I had 
always seen Wee as black and Pa white, thinks Yang, but that divide has 
been blurred over the years. Holy blasted Christ, who am I to judge when 
Pa had been blackened in order to keep me clean? I often worried about 
the money I received in London from him, but I wasn’t worried enough to 
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reject it. Do I have a right to be outraged now?
“This is how they reward their lap dogs.” 
“Do you think your father killed himself in a hara-kiri state of mind?” 
The buzzing of whatever three beers, and a Bailey’s Irish cream and 

Campari and gin adds up to reach a crescendo in his head. How can anyone 
investigate the state of a man’s soul? The day before his death, Pa had 
talked about the ghosts of the past catching up with him. Yang had thought 
then that he was talking about his days working with the communists. But 
maybe he was talking of their opium-addicted great-great-grandfather. Pa 
had said their Qing ancestor had died under mysterious circumstances. 
Having amassed a great amount of gold and silver from officialdom, he 
had three wives and as many concubines. One wintry morning, the third 
wife, whom he had spent the night with, woke up to find his body blue and 
cold next to her. No wounds were found on the body. The old bugger must 
have died of a heart attack, probably triggered by sexual exertion. But to 
protect the dignity of their own kind, the court found the third wife guilty 
of murder and promptly executed the unlucky woman. Though Pa had 
never met his great-grandfather, he had heard the tale from his own father 
and believed it to be true. And he saw the Qing ghost coming to take him 
back for muddying their good name. 

“Maybe.” Yang looks at the inspector in drunken amazement. It is a 
high price to pay for a few million dollars, yet he knows it’s always about 
face and disgrace. Never about the crime and the hurt.

“You believe your father was guilty?”
“Guilty as sin.”
The comrades with whom Pa had shared his prison cell, his ideals. 

Perhaps they too have come back to settle scores with him. Some are 
smiling in their graves. But to him, it was more diabolical to lose your 
honour than to lose all your soulmates. 

“What was he guilty of?” the inspector asks, his tone gentle.
Yang closes his eyes and sees his great-great-grandfather, legless, 

ashen white in that Qing robe and hat, flying at him. He jerks open his 
eyes. “You’re trying to trip me up. I thought you were here about my 
father’s death?”

“I was, and you have been most helpful. Get a taxi home.” The 
inspector pats Yang on the shoulder again and leaves.

*

When he dropped out of law school in England, Yang rang his father 
to say he did not want to be a lawyer dealing with the cheating upper 
crust and reptilian low life. To butter up his father, he said he wanted 
to continue in the family tradition of working for the people. Chow Sze 
Teck had basked in the glory of a long line of public service, starting 
with his great-grandfather who was a minister under the Qing Dynasty 
in Guangdong province. Never mind the fact that the great-grandfather 
was serving an inept and greedy emperor. Chow relished showing off the 
sepia-toned photograph of the tall, emaciated man in a courtly brocade 
robe. When Yang was a child, he had dreaded looking at the photo, at the 
sunken face in the black, brimless hat with a long, thin bunch of straw 
sticking out at the back, and the pigtail below it. These were the trappings 
of the quintessential Chinese ghost. Be that as it may, the Qing nobleman 
had been sanctified in the family’s ancestral shrine for several generations 
until they had moved into the East Coast house, where the spooky altar 
did not fit in with the expensive marble and aquarium decor. The altar 
table was donated to Bright Hill Temple and the photograph of the appa-
rition kept in the family album. 

Chow was bitterly disappointed that his two-year investment in his 
wilful son had gone down the drain. But his soft spot for Yang saw to it 
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that he paid from his modest salary for a humanities course in London. 
He was to lose his dear son forever to a plethora of -isms, including veg-
etarianism and alcoholism. 

Born with smouldering bedroom eyes and full, womanly lips, Yang 
was used to having his way as a child. The boy grew tall like a basket-
ball player, though he disdained sport. Chow was torn between love and 
anxiety for Yang. He worried that his son might grow up to become either 
a good orator or a notorious entertainer. A stranger would not have sus-
pected that Ming and Yang came from the same parents, and Chow Sze 
Teck loved them both for different reasons. Ming was everything a Con-
fucian gentleman should be, a good son and an obedient young man. By 
the same definition, Yang was a ruffian, clever and provocative, echoing 
the wild streak in his father’s younger days as a rabble-rouser. 

When Yang moved to London from Birmingham at the age of 21, his 
free and inquisitive spirit absorbed ideas of all hues. At the hostel where he 
lived, posters of the US escalating its bombing of Vietnam and the My Lai 
massacre infuriated him so much, he never felt more alive. At the street 
protests against the American government and talks at the London School 
of Economics, he unearthed his bond with the human race. But at one 
forum where the speaker analysed how the other half of the world dies, the 
population myth, and the Third World debt, he felt everyone in the lecture 
theatre turning to look at him for being a son of a wealthy bureaucrat in a 
poor country. ‘But you imperialists fleeced us dry,’ was his mental retort 
to the imagined stares. At LSE, he picked philosophy as his major but was 
more interested in reading about the torrid love affairs of Jean-Paul Sartre 
and Michel Foucault than existentialism and post-structuralism. 

He saw that the climate in his own country of revering authority 
was due to the overhanging clouds of the ancient Chinese belief that it is 
unseemly and unprofitable to question authority. Yang was sorry about 

the state of affairs in his country but was too patronising to want to go 
home to change anything. Once when he was back for the holidays, he 
found the country in the midst of a transformation from a slumbering 
trading port to a combative industrial town. The workplace was like a war 
zone. People were swallowed by their work and their minds responded 
only to new money-making opportunities. 

So he stayed on in England after his studies. The lure of the pubs and 
parks, free speech and free love proved irresistible to a young man who 
had been hungry for too long. He worked as a reporter for a small-circula-
tion magazine on Third World development projects with First World aid 
money. His editor told him they were on a starvation wage so they could 
put themselves in the shoes of their subjects. He went a step further, going 
off meat to show his commitment to the hungry masses. 

But it was at The Rose that he found the two great loves of his life, 
booze and Katherine. Each reinforced his attachment to the other. The 
first was more straightforward. It quenched his thirst and too much of 
it gave him only a hangover, and he could pay for it with the money his 
father sent. He saw no contradiction between his drinking with his veg-
etarianism, claiming that if God didn’t want humanity to drink, Jesus 
wouldn’t have performed the miracle of turning water into wine. But 
Katherine was more potent than the stiffest drink. The fun-loving, moody, 
politically- and sexually-idealistic Irish woman had overflowing love and 
lust for the cute, honey-coloured Yang. One night when he violated their 
sacrosanct pact by going on top of her, she theorised, just when Yang was 
about to come, how it was gender and class, not race, that was the issue. 
Living with Katherine dragged his life into a downward spiral of hitting 
the bottle, which made him crave his emerald-eyed lover even more.

At the age of 34, when one more drink would drown him, he decided 
to start his so-called life again. He said goodbye to England and Kath-
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erine, and returned home, to the boundless happiness of his father. That 
was two years ago. He found his country in the midst of a revival of 
“Asian values.” Confucius was being resurrected on the altar of policy-
making at the Istana, the government house where Cabinet meetings were 
held in secret. The political leaders reckoned that the last decade or so of 
industrialisation had brought with it undesirable Western values which 
destroyed the social fabric of the Asian nation. They set up the Family as 
the fundamental unit in society. Sons were to obey fathers and fathers to 
obey rulers in order to maintain harmony. Yang saw his father as a born-
again Confucianist. 

Without gainful employment, Yang spent his time teasing his father 
about his new religion. “But your bosses have ignored Confucius’ warning 
that as soon as the emperor forgets his function and begins to rule for his 
own sake, Heaven would withdraw the decree from him and give it to 
someone more worthy,” he said one day after pulling a book from his 
father’s library. 

“Haven’t they been taking care of the people’s welfare?” Chow said. 
“Look at all the flats my ministry has built.”

“Okay, but if the emperor is no longer doing so, the people should 
censure him, and if he’s still unrepentant, the people should remove him.”

“Don’t talk like that. You can be arrested for sedition.” 
“I always thought Confucius was seditious.” 
Chow realised too late that he should never have sent his son to that 

Marxist-infested London School of Economics, putting it in the same 
league as the Red Guard who torched priceless books by ancient sages. 
But two years later, he himself was to get into trouble with the authorities 
for his own misdemeanour, rather than for his son’s.

NINE

THE PRIME MINISTER’S office releases to the media the CPIB report on 
its investigation of malpractices at the Ministry of Housing. The report 
says the CPIB has spent 17 weeks interviewing building contractors and 
suppliers who have been awarded housing projects by the ministry in the 
last 10 years. The bureau, the report says, has also interviewed members of 
the tender selection committee and examined tender documents received 
by the ministry. It adds that it has also become necessary for the CPIB to 
scrutinise the personal assets of several senior officials at the ministry.

The key findings of the report point to four staff members at the min-
istry, the highest-ranking being the late permanent secretary, Chow Sze 
Teck, who had received “gifts” and “donations” totalling $33 million in 
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the period 1976 to 1985. The report confirms that the CPIB has gathered 
sufficient evidence to indict the implicated staff at the ministry and the 
contractors. The prime minister’s office says in its press statement that the 
trial will come before the High Court soon. 

The newspapers reproduce the statement and the CPIB report ver-
batim; no questions were asked nor points clarified. Such is the standard 
of investigative journalism of the day. The grapevine in the coffee shops, 
on the other hand, is asking about the many more millions of dollars being 
stashed away by ministers but not yet, or that will not be, reported. 

*

“I don’t know why you’re still going on about it. The court has taken 
over.” Chow Hoong, still wearing her dark sunglasses, flings her handbag 
onto the seat facing Lim Siew Kian. The inspector phoned to request an 
interview at her home but she insisted on meeting him at the coffeehouse 
at the Hyatt instead. 

She is in a lavender skirt suit and high heels that match her bag. She 
has the posture of a gymnast and the aloofness of a cat. She smells like 
a hundred musk roses, so much so that the inspector has an irrepressible 
urge to compliment her. Instead, he says, “I’m sorry to drag you out. I 
know you have given birth to a baby girl recently.” 

She remembers meeting him at her father’s funeral and hates him for 
reminding her of her older boy kicking his baby sister during her father-
in-law’s eulogy. “So what can I do for you?” 

“Yes, Ms Chow—”
“Mrs Chin, if you don’t mind.”
“Yes, as I was saying, the court will be hearing the corruption case. 

But I’m looking into the death of your father.” 
“What about it?” A waiter comes to take her order and she asks for 

iced lemon tea without looking at him.
“You believe your father obtained those drugs on his own and no one 

else had been involved?”
“I don’t know.” She raises her immaculately trimmed eyebrows, pen-

cil-darkened to highlight their arches. Her gaze remains on the tall build-
ings outside the glass panes of the coffee shop.

“You don’t seem particularly concerned about how your father died. 
He had no medical record of insomnia or depression, so he could not have 
obtained a prescription of a large dose of diazepam, not to mention the 
morphine.”

“I know you have suggested that Yang got the drugs for Father. That’s 
ridiculous. This brother of mine is too weak to do anything when he’s 
drunk and too bone lazy when he’s not.” 

“I see Mr Chow Yang has not endeared himself to you.” 
Hoong looks down at the inspector, then away. Now more than ever, 

she wishes she were an only child from a poor and respectable family, 
with no dirty money and free-loading siblings to embarrass her in front 
of her in-laws. Her husband is the best thing to have happened to her in 
her 32 years. She loves him, potbelly and all. Just when they have two 
beautiful children to seal their domestic bliss, her father’s episode had to 
erupt like a boil. Whenever she sits with her minister-for-finance father-
in-law and his wife at dinner, she feels their eyes on her, as if she were a 
child whose gambler father has sold her to a teahouse. 

Though her father provided everything she needed materially, she had 
been little more than an inconsequential daughter waiting to be married 
off to a good family. Old Chow felt he had discharged his parental duty 
famously by finding his daughter a match made in heaven, not exactly 
the son of a mint owner, but close. Not that he needed a reason for not 
including his daughters in his will. While women in the old days learned 



56 57

WONG SOUK YEE DEATH OF A PERM SEC

only embroidery, he had given her a university education! 
To return the compliment, Hoong has since her marriage considered 

herself a Chin and not a Chow; her father a distant uncle who occasionally 
bought her lollies when she was a child. But her mother has always been 
dear to her. When she was young and her father a petty trade unionist in a 
fledgling political party, she was such a pretty little thing that her mother 
took her shopping and bought her flouncy frocks and showed her off to the 
aunties. When the school powdered milk programme made her vomit, her 
mother bought fresh milk everyday from the Cold Storage supermarket, 
patronised in those days only by the rich and the expatriates. But Chow 
had told her and Ling that they were no princesses and had to help their 
mother with the cooking and washing. When television first arrived, the 
boys could just drop their chopsticks after dinner and plonk themselves 
in front of the set to laugh their heads off over Looney Tunes and I Love 
Lucy while the girls stood at the kitchen sink doing the dishes. Her pride 
was restored only when relatives preferred to pinch her plump cheeks and 
went gaga over her instead of Ling.

Her mother is the only one in the world with whom she could com-
miserate about the unfortunate events that have befallen them. Because 
her mother’s birthday fell during the interrogation of her father, the usual 
birthday dinner at a shark’s fin soup restaurant, the only occasion when 
her mother is the centrepiece of the family, was forgotten. Hoong made 
it up to her two weeks after, the day her father died, by taking her to a 
Shanghainese tailor to order a silk cheongsam, followed by an emper-
or’s banquet dinner at Tung Lok. Together with her mother, she has wept 
for what her father endured. At the same time, she secretly upbraids her 
father for casting another shadow on her married life. 

From her father-in-law she heard that her father had been in big trouble, 
that the ISD—the Internal Security Department—had been alerted as 

the case involved national security. The whole thing is spiralling out of 
control; maybe the United Nations would step in next, she thinks. Her 
husband has been reticent throughout, his single comment being “power 
corrupts,” leaving her to wonder if he was alluding to other people besides 
her father. Or did he think ‘like father like daughter’? As the investiga-
tion stretches from weeks to months, her husband talks less and less and 
Hoong feels her father-in-law’s stare heavier and heavier on her. And now, 
she has to deal with this pesky inspector rubbing salt into her wounds.

“You know, even the opposition MP has raised the issue about the 
drugs in Parliament,” the inspector continues in his well-modulated voice. 

Hoong’s tone climbs a pitch higher. “That man is a lunatic. You should 
know better than to follow his absurd line of enquiry.” 

“Perhaps the minister for finance does not think it is an absurd line 
of enquiry?” 

“How do you know what he thinks?”
“Do you want to know what he thinks?” The inspector notices the 

sunlight bouncing off the gloss of her generously lipsticked mouth.
“Leave my husband’s family out of this,” she snaps.
“Okay. But do you ever wonder why they are trying so hard to gag 

him when there does seem to be a need for an independent commission of 
enquiry to look into your father’s death?”

“I don’t know. Maybe that man is an idiot.” She lifts the glass of iced 
lemon tea to her lips and gulps down half a glassful.

“You seem adamant that your father should have died of his own 
accord. Is there something you refuse to come to terms with?”

“Look, just let my father rest in peace. He had suffered enough and he 
had paid dearly for his folly. Let’s just forget the whole damned thing, okay?” 

“Even if someone can clear your father’s name?”
She lowers her gaze. “Who?”
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“I need time.”
“Until you do, Mr Lim, I hope you will not give me any false hopes, 

and please do not call me again at home.” 
“I’m sorry, but I don’t think I have your other contact numbers.”
“Well, I’m hoping you won’t have to contact me again. My moth-

er-in-law doesn’t like to be disturbed.”
“Yes, Mrs Chin, I understand.”
Hoong grabs her handbag but hesitates, as though waiting for a last-

minute epiphany. Then she stands and adjusts her tight skirt, which has 
crumpled and risen a few inches while she was seated, and leaves the 
inspector to pick up the tab. The inspector watches her disappear through 
the doorway of the coffee house, marvelling at the svelte body she has been 
able to regain after having two babies. He shakes his head. The fragile 
comeliness of Hoong leads the inspector to grieve over a 3,000-year-old 
moral tradition striking a chord with a modern state. The prime minister, 
for all his Cambridge education and his incompetence in the Chinese lan-
guage, is a traditionalist. He regrets sending huge numbers of women to 
university, then to gain high-flying jobs, only to have them end up over 
qualified and unmarried, disrupting the country’s procreation scheme; or 
worse, marrying down and diluting the nation’s gene pool. Chow Hoong 
has heeded the PM’s call for women to marry and marry their equals, and 
breed at their prime child-bearing age.

The inspector settles the bill, redeems his parking ticket, and drives to 
the High Court. At the registry, he asks for the dates of the trial of the Min-
istry of Housing staff and contractors, and the names of the defendants.

TEN

MATTHEW RICHARDS STEPS into the lift and is assailed by the stench 
of urine and sweat. The army of cleaners for the HDB estates cannot 
remove the deep-seated stains of frustration vented by the denizens of 
cramped three-room flats. Matthew, an ethnic Indian whose grandfather 
converted to Catholicism and changed his Tamil name to an anglicised 
one when he migrated to Singapore from southern India, holds his breath. 
He presses the button for number 12 with a piece of tissue paper wrapped 
over his finger. 

To put his mind off his ordeal, he counts the number of doors on the 
ground floor of the block and mentally multiplies that by the number 
of storeys: 280 households or 1,000 people living in this block of flats. 
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Including visitors, itinerant sales people and debt collectors, he estimates 
that 1,200 people use and abuse the four lifts daily. Thinking of his own 
experience with public housing, he is surprised the lifts have not broken 
down more often. 

He remembers when, in the late 1960s, the housing ministry 
embarked on a massive human relocation from slums and kampongs to 
high-rise apartment buildings, his family moved into a three-room flat in 
Queenstown. They were disappointed they did not get one on the ground 
floor or first floor so they would not need to use the lifts. His mother 
warned his sisters when coming home late at night not to get into the lift 
with strangers. His granny would pray to the good Lord every time she 
returned from the wet market that the lift didn’t break down. She would 
not suffer the indignity of being carried up the stairs. Her worst fear was 
being trapped inside the lift. She had heard about other people, especially 
kampong folks, fainting due to lack of air or from claustrophobia. 

The lift door opens and he is greeted by loan sharks’ threats and pro-
fanities and names of borrowers scrawled with spray paint on the walls 
of the lift landing. He walks down a long corridor lined on one side with 
aluminium louvred windows and wooden doors. The other side of the 
corridor opens to the sky, barricaded by a low wall that does not dis-
courage people from jumping. Human odour and the nourishing aroma of 
fried garlic ooze through the half-closed windows. A few families leave 
the doors open to let in some air. Bicycles, shoe racks, slippers, potted 
plants, old newspapers, incense burners, empty and inhabited bird cages 
are strewn along the length of the corridor. Matthew keeps his eyes over 
the parapet on the highway a hundred feet below him, so as not to appear 
to be intruding into other people’s affairs. Cantonese pop blares from a 
hi-fi, drowning out a Malay matinee on television. He reaches the end of 
the corridor and knocks on the last door. 

“Hi.”
“Hi.” Chow Ling pushes open the unlocked gate and lets him in.
“When did you come back?”
“Couple of months ago. Want a drink?”
“Sure. Iced water?”
“Thought you always liked your Fanta orange.”
“Middle age is approaching. Have to watch my figure.”
Chow Ling gives his thickening body a once-over and walks through 

an arched doorway to the kitchen. Matthew despairs to see the tiny 
lounge furnished with a 1970s chintz settee, an old 14-inch TV, dusty 
bookshelves, overflowing ashtrays and newspapers spilling out from the 
shelf below the coffee table. He is grateful that Ling tells him he can leave 
his shoes on (a habit she acquired in Australia) for he notices that the 
ceramic-tiled floor has not been swept for weeks, let alone mopped. 

“You’re renting this place?” Matthew asks when Ling hands him 
his drink. 

“Yeah.” She goes to the open window and tries to draw the blind to cut 
out the traffic noise below.

“Nice place you’ve got here.” He watches her fidget with the blind’s 
slats that refuse to fall evenly.

“Uh huh.”
He waits for her to give up on the lopsided blind. “You’re not thinking 

of coming back to live?”
“Dunno.”
He watches her looking out of the window at the traffic below.
Matthew attempts a tone of nonchalance but the effect is like reproach. 

“I suppose if it wasn’t for your father, you wouldn’t have come back.” 
“Maybe.”
“What about me?” The undertone of disapproval gets more apparent. 
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He watches her freeze her gaze on a faraway spot.
“What about you?” She moves to the coffee table, tidies up the news-

papers below it and empties the ashtray into a bin next to the couch.
“Well, why did you call me?”
“To say hello to an old friend.” Ling bends over for her cigarette pack 

next to the ashtray and looks around for a lighter.
“After eight years of silence? Can you sit down so I don’t have to strain 

my neck?” 
“What do you want me to do?” She sits opposite him and gropes in the 

crevices of her armchair. She finds the lighter and flicks it several times 
before the flame lights.

“Don’t make yourself out to be a victim. You left without a word 
except to ask me to wait for you. What was I supposed to do?”

“I was caught in a very difficult situation.”
“You were caught by your father’s threat to throw you out if you con-

tinued to be with me.”
She smirks at the thought of her father’s tragicomic matchmaking 

parties held in her honour. Chow Sze Teck had smarted when he saw his 
daughter, who held a masters degree, was going out with a dark stallion, 
while young and qualified ethnic-Chinese studs in his ministry were mar-
rying their secretaries. He commanded all single male officers with at 
least a post-graduate qualification in his ministry to attend his daughter’s 
parties at plush hotels, to “come and have a good time.” Women could 
attend at their leisure, to disguise the real objective of the parties. Ling 
did not think such parties beneath her. She showed up and even brought 
Matthew along to a few, enticing him with free grub and grog. But instead 
of the meat market she had expected, it felt like she was in an IBM com-
puter room. 

“You think I cared about his money?”

“Then why did you leave me?”
She takes a long drag and waits for the chemical stimulus to produce a 

vision that does not come. “My father ordered me to leave the country—
because I found out something that I shouldn’t have.”

“What was it? Why didn’t you tell me then?”
“It’s all so long ago.” She stubs out the cigarette, lights another and 

returns to the window. 
“What the hell was it that made your father pack you off to Siberia?”
“Are you still at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?” 
“Jesus Christ, you have a conspiracy theory or what? Don’t I have a 

right to know why I was dumped?”
“I did not dump you. I thought if I went away for a while, Pa would 

calm down a bit. But a few weeks after I’d arrived in Sydney, I heard from 
my brother that you were working at the ministry.”

Matthew almost raises his voice. “I needed a job.” 
“With lots of perks and travel.” 
“You think I enjoyed doing that? Your father was a Chinese suprema-

cist. He called us slime balls and cheats and said that in a jungle he would 
sooner run away from an Indian than a snake. ” 

“So why did you have to work for him?’
“I am not so lucky as you. You have lobster for breakfast while I eat 

roti prata even on my birthday. Just because your father helped me get 
the job didn’t mean I was beholden to him. But you, you cut me off com-
pletely after I was posted to Saudi Arabia.”

“I lost heart. My family thought I would ruin my father if I stayed 
around. Only Yang called me occasionally from England.”

“I don’t believe this. You dropped me because I was trying to make 
a living?”

“You have a degree. Why did you have to go to him?”
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Matthew moves to the window and puts a hand on her shoulder. “I 
didn’t go to him. He came to me.”

She lowers her gaze to the floor.
He snatches the cigarette from her hand and throws it out of the 

window. “Dammit. What did you want of me?” 
She looks up and faces him for the first time in eight years. He sees a 

brow furrowed with a thousand questions, eyes churning with fury. But 
her body softens momentarily at his touch. He realises he is holding a 
different woman from the girl at those meat market parties. He looks into 
her pupils for any stirring of tenderness, but like someone looking into 
the dark bottom of a well, he is overcome by vertigo. He closes his eyes 
and loosens his grip on her shoulder; his hand slides down to hold hers.

“Maybe I’ve been too harsh with you. But it doesn’t matter anymore 
now, does it? We were both young.” She frees her hand from his and leans 
against the wall next to the window so she is at a comfortable distance 
from him. 

Matthew continues to stare, hoping to see through the mist of her 
father’s spectre to get to the woman. “So...what are we going to do now?”

In the smokeless silence, she marshals her thoughts and her brow 
smoothens. “You didn’t meet anyone else?” she asks gently.

“I’m still single, if that’s what you are asking.” Taking that as a sign of 
détente, he moves a step closer and notices her heavy breathing. Their two 
years together at university looms in his head. She was an MA student 
while he was in his second year buried under an avalanche of words by 
Joyce, Conrad and James, whom he detested most for his verbosity. He 
didn’t like reading arts but with his mediocre school grades, that was the 
only course available to him. She became his personal tutor and she often 
had kinky ways of interpreting those literary texts that did not always 
help him get through the exams. But he looked forward to the private 

tuition in his hostel room where they lived out the passions repressed 
in the Victorian novels. A union of two bodies who could not have been 
more different, in terms of culture and class. But love conquered all the 
complexes he developed in front of her. Every time they made love, he 
noticed only her heavy breathing, her hairless skin and small breasts, all 
of which he has come to associate with Chinese women. He considers 
the fall of her father the greatest equaliser between them, removing all 
obstacles ever after.

“You could be fined and jailed for throwing that cigarette out of the 
window.” She smiles that don’t-give-a-damn smile.

“Since when did you pick up that filthy habit?” He bends and kisses 
her tentatively on the lips. “Your mouth stinks.”

She smiles that smile again. “You have to go soon. Someone from the 
CID is coming at 3.30.” 

“When can I see you again?”
“Give me some time.” 

*

The inspector arrives soon after Matthew has left. The small and 
unruly flat puts him at ease. He smiles kindly at the ashtray, like an unc-
tuous priest forgiving the little peccadilloes of his flock. 

Ling returns with a cup of strong black tea and sits opposite the 
inspector, across the tidied-up coffee table. “So what does your investiga-
tive mind say about the CPIB report?”

“Erm, I can’t comment on another department’s investigation. I’m 
here to talk about your father’s death.”

“A blind man can see that the two are connected. The high court is 
going to convict my father for graft and the coroner’s court is going to 
decide my father’s death was suicide. And a reasonable person will put 
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