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It’s Friday night. The children are already asleep. You
change into your most comfortable pyjamas and curl up in
your blanket, with pillows piled high behind your back, and a
mug of hot chocolate and a plate of cookies on your bedside
table. It is pouring outside, with thunder faintly rumbling in
the distance. Just the right kind of day to pick up a book. What
do you have in mind? How about a murder mystery?

Ever since Edgar Allan Poe penned the first modern
detective story “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and
introduced the enigmatic and eccentric C. Auguste Dupin in
1841, mysteries have captivated readers for centuries and
become one of the most popular genres of fiction worldwide.

Mysteries, however, are sometimes referred to as a guilty
pleasure, implying that they are a lesser form of literature.
While guilt and pleasure are subjective feelings that leave little
room for a conclusive discussion, things like storytelling skill
and writing style carry a certain extent of objectivity. Many
brilliant mystery writers strive to provide readers with
memorable characters and stellar prose. Tana French’s Dublin
Murder Squad series, for instance, are full of exquisitely telling
details, emotional tension and thrills, set against a moody Irish
atmosphere so richly described that you can almost visualise
yourself being there. Like all other books, there are varying
degrees of literary merit among mystery novels. It is a gross
generalisation to assume that all books in a genre are artistically
unsophisticated just because some of them are crude and
formulaic.

Reading elitism is nothing new. Novels were deemed
guilty pleasures in the 18th century. In Northanger Abbey, Jane
Austen writes an impassioned defence of novels, which were
then viewed with the same stigma that is associated with
mystery fiction these days. “Although our productions have
afforded more extensive and unaffected pleasure than those of
any other literary corporation in the world,” writes Austen, “no
species of composition has been so much decried.” She claims
that in novels “the most thorough knowledge of human nature,
the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions
of wit and humour, are conveyed to the world in the best-chosen
language”. Indeed, it is only in hindsight that some great works
have become lauded pieces of classic literature. In their times,
they were simply enjoyed as light reading.

There is nothing more enjoyable than bingeing on a good
mystery. Mysteries quench our thirst for the very essence of
human nature, though more on the darker side. At its best,
mystery fiction offers unique insights into the psychological
makeup and motivations of characters who are downright evil,
or at least morally ambiguous. And let’s not forget about the
protagonists who are determined to redress the wrong and
uphold the right. From Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe
to Kate Atkinson’s Jackson Brodie, mysteries have a long
tradition of featuring flawed and complex protagonists who
struggle with their personal demons while trying to solve their
cases. Their haunted pasts, addictions or obsessions make them
relatable, elevating the stories to more than just crime-solving
puzzles. Readers are left with a better understanding of the
vagaries of the human heart and the inner struggles we all face,
in addition to the adrenaline rush and the vicarious excitement
of joining the chase to catch a killer.

The promise of a glimpse into the depth of human nature
is alluring, but there is something more to mystery novels that
is irresistibly engaging and incredibly hard to replicate in any
other genre. As a reader, you are invited to put on your own
detective hat, piece together clues and attempt to uncover the
truth alongside the protagonist. With every turned page, you
are led down a circuitous path amid a cloud of mist. At some
point, you are tricked by false leads, red herrings and last-
minute alibis, all of which heighten the suspense surrounding
the mystery. To have your deductions confirmed is fulfilling,
but to be surprised is all the more fun. The intellectual
challenge, combined with the intricate plot and clever twists
and turns, fuels your imagination and has you on the edge of
your seat until the very end.

It’s way past midnight. You keep promising yourself,
“Just one more chapter, and then I’ll go to sleep.” Yet, the urge
for closure keeps you from putting the book down. When the
loose ends are tied up, conflict resolved, villains vanquished
and justice served, you come away feeling satisfied—the way
you feel after that last piece of cookie. It is perhaps only now
that you feel guilty ... considering all the other, arguably more
important, tasks you could have accomplished during the time
that you have spent with the novel. But the pleasure is well
worth it.

The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious.
It is the source of all true art and science.

Albert Einstein
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The first of May is the Labour Day holiday in many
countries, but on this day in 1999, it was no time to rest for
American mountaineer Conrad Anker and his team. They were
examining a frozen body at nearly 27,000 feet on the North
Face of Everest. Unlike other climbers, the group was in no
hurry to reach the summit. They climbed up high for a
completely different reason—to investigate the disappearance
of the renowned mountaineer George Leigh Mallory and his
young companion Andrew Comyn Irvine during an attempted
summit of Everest 75 years earlier.

Athletic, charismatic and impossibly handsome, Mallory
was the most illustrious British climber of his generation. His
abilities on the mountain were legendary. Geoffrey Winthrop
Young, a very experienced alpine climber, once mentioned that
Mallory’s unique movements were “as sure-footed and as agile
as the proverbial chamois”. Indeed, his climbing prowess was
so extraordinary that many people perceived him as infallible.
Near the end of his mountaineering days, Mallory was torn
between his love for his wife Ruth and his obsession with
scaling Everest—"‘the wildest dream”, as he called it. He was
the only person on all three British expeditions to Everest, the
“Third Pole”, in the 1920s. In the 1921 reconnaissance
expedition, Mallory identified a potential route to the summit.
Returning with the goal of reaching the mountaintop, the 1922
expedition team ended on the third try when an avalanche killed
seven Sherpa porters. Despite the near-death experience,
Mallory returned to the mountain in 1924 for one final attempt
before settling down with Ruth and their three young children.

On 8 June 1924, Mallory set off early from a high camp
at 26,800 feet with the 22-year-old Irvine. Dressed in gabardine
jackets and hobnailed boots, they began making the final push
to the highest point on Earth which lay a mere 2,200 feet above
them. At 12:50 pm, Noel Odell, the geologist of the expedition
team, was collecting fossils on his way to the camp. Looking
up, he saw the clouds parting, with the whole summit ridge
and final peak of Everest in clear sight. On the ridge within
800 feet of the summit were two tiny black spots scaling the
rock formation and, in Odell’s words, “moving with
considerable alacrity”. However, clouds quickly rolled in again
and a snow squall blew up. It was the last time the climbing
duo were seen alive.

Over the years, the final hours of Mallory and Irvine have
stirred much curiosity and conjecture. Did they fall into a
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crevasse, succumb to the bitter cold or die from exhaustion?
Did they meet their demise on the way up or on the way down?
Most intriguingly of all, did they reach the summit, almost
three decades before the first recorded successful ascent of the
mountain by Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay in 1953?

To solve this mystery, Anker and his companions set off
to locate Irvine’s remains based on clues gathered over the
years. It was hoped that the pair’s camera might be found on
his body. The film, if undamaged, could possibly be developed
and help answer some of the questions swirling around Mallory
and Irvine’s fateful expedition. To their astonishment, the body
they found on the North Face was Mallory’s. It was in a position
of self-arrest with a broken right leg, apparently the result of
a fall. Many of his belongings were recovered, including a pair
of sun goggles deep inside a clothing pocket. This discovery
seems to suggest that Mallory, after being last sighted by Odell,
was on the move at least until nightfall. If true, he should have
had enough time to reach the top. The fall that resulted in his
death would likely have happened after dark when he was on
his descent back to the camp. Adding to the speculation was
the absence of Ruth’s photograph among his artefacts. As told
by his family, Mallory had promised to leave Ruth’s picture
on the summit. Did he manage to make the ultimate tribute to
his wife before death?

Unfortunately, the camera was not found on Mallory’s
body and so we will never know with certainty whether the
pair had made it to the top of the mountain. Yet their legacy
inspires us to ponder an even greater mystery of human
nature—the motivation behind our willingness to seek out
danger. What led Mallory, Irvine, and many others to risk their
lives in pursuit of the summit? If his famous quip “Because
it’s there” seems too flippant a response to the question, a more
heartfelt answer might lie in what Mallory wrote after he
climbed Mont Blanc in 1911:

Have we vanquished an enemy? None but ourselves. Have
we gained success? That word means nothing here. Have we
won a kingdom? No ... and yes. We have achieved an ultimate
satisfaction ... fulfilled a destiny.

Is Mallory’s life a cautionary tale of conquering the
unconquerable, or a beacon of light that illuminates the path
to a well-lived life? Perhaps, in pursuing our interests with
passion and vigour, the action is the reward itself.



g‘;\;l,

bl

i)

R AR BEREK -

(GEF - £F)



A cherubic baby lay on a pristine white sheet, breaking into
a fantastic grin at his mother. She leaned forward and gave him
a little peck on his forehead. Eugene, a five-month-old infant,
had been a mother’s dream—full of smiles, contentment, and
easy to care for. The young mother had been full of bliss since
he was born, but today she looked worried and sad.

A few days ago, Eugene’s mother received a call that broke
her heart. At the other end of the telephone was a doctor from a
nearby hospital. He told her, in a measured tone, that little Eugene
had just been diagnosed with a rare hereditary disease that caused
muscle weakness and atrophy. He would eventually lose the
ability to walk and breathe before his second birthday. Her mind
went numb at that point, and the rest of the conversation was
little more than sounds flowing in and out of her consciousness.
The doctor said something bleak about the prognosis but
promised her that he would do what he could. She was suddenly
at aloss for words, and tears started rolling down her once joyful
face.

Eugene’s condition is called Spinal Muscular Atrophy
(SMA), which is the most common inherited cause of infant
mortality. More than one child in a family may be afflicted,
even though the parents do not exhibit any physical aspects of
the genetic condition. Two physicians, Guido Werdnig and
Johann Hoffman, made the first attempt to lift the veil of this
mysterious infantile syndrome in the 1890s, but another century
would pass before a major breakthrough was made. In the
1990s, scientists discovered that SMA is caused by a defective
or missing gene that produces the human survival motor neuron
(SMN) protein. This SMN protein is like sunlight to plants.
Without it, muscle in the patient’s body is destined to wilt and
die. In the most serious cases, infants rarely see their second
birthday.

Thanks to the intensive research on the human genome,
there is today a sophisticated understanding of the structure of
the SMN gene and how it operates in our body. As scientists
tweak and synthesise genes in a laboratory, gene therapy has
emerged as a promising treatment option for patients like
Eugene. It works by delivering the functional gene to cells at a
rate large enough to replace the wrong copy, thus enabling the
body to produce enough SMN protein for itself. Figuratively

Kevin Lam
Department of Health

speaking, the process is akin to marshalling thousands of billions
of tiny soldiers and arming them each with an identical code
book and a map. Once injected into the body, these soldiers each
make a long and winding march towards their assigned target
cell while dodging the sentries of the body’s defence systems.
Their mission continues inside the cell, with the soldiers slipping
their code books through the cellular fence and letting out a loud
cry to summon the cell to produce SMN protein.

A few weeks after the devastating news, Eugene’s mother
received another call from the same doctor. Her heart pounded
as she listened intently. “T want to let you know that there is a
clinical trial going on for an experimental therapy,” said the
doctor, “and this would offer hope to little Eugene’s situation.”
He went on to say something about gene therapy, DNA loaded
cells, target delivery and genome editing that the mother did not
quite understand. But through teary eyes, she saw a gleam of
hope.

Eugene was enrolled in the clinical trial of this experimental
treatment in 2014, where he was given a single infusion directly
into his vein in a hospital. It was a nerve-wracking moment, and
his parents were at his bedside throughout the whole procedure,
praying that the tiny soldiers inside the milky liquid would find
their way and do their job.

A few days passed, and Eugene seemed well. The doctor
indicated that Eugene’s tiny body was responding positively.
Fifteen other patients below the age of two also underwent the
first series of trials, which went on for over three years. The
outcome was very promising, with the children’s muscle
functions preserved if not much improved.

This novel therapy has revolutionised treatment to address
previously unmet medical needs and has since benefited
thousands of young SMA sufferers like Eugene in more than 40
countries. It is a milestone more than 130 years in the making,
made possible by generations of dedicated researchers who left
no stone unturned in studying the disease. With researchers
redoubling their efforts in using this pioneering method for cure,
other debilitating genetic abnormalities might eventually become
athing of the past, like the silent tears that Eugene’s mother once
shed.

Mystery is not the absence of meaning, but the presence of
more meaning than we can comprehend.

Dennis Covington
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