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Foreword

| would like to thank the women who have summoned the courage to share their
stories. This book depicts the challenges of these women and their eventual
triumph over drug abuse, as well as the struggles of their loved ones. It helps
readers appreciate the difficulties faced by women drug offenders over the
course of their recovery journeys.

The stories are filled with hope, victory and kindness. Let these stories inspire and
encourage all drug offenders and their loved ones to never stop trying.

Through these stories, | have gained a better understanding of what these
women faced. | am heartened by their tenacity to overcome tribulations, with the
help of support systems available to them. | hope this book will encourage the
wider community to support women offenders with compassion and kindness,
and help them reintegrate into society.

Let us break the cycle of drug addiction. We can help these women increase
their social and emotional capital. For drug offenders who are mothers, we
should support them as they navigate their parental responsibilities to their
children, who are the innocent and indirect victims of circumstance. It is my hope
that these stories will help women offenders gain the strength and resilience to
forge a better healing path for themselves. | also hope that the stories will
encourage more support for these women offenders and their families. As a
society, we can do our part to help them rebuild their lives.

Halimah Yacob
President of the Republic of Singapore




Foreword

To the sixteen women who took a step of faith to be vulnerable in sharing your past, | thank
you for your courage. Your change journey of how you overcame your past of crime and
drugs is a powerful source of hope to others who may be facing the same struggles.

To inmates who are currently incarcerated and other desistors in the community, | hope that
these stories will inspire you to press on, for yourself, your families and loved ones. Your past
can turn from stumbling blocks to stepping stones when you persist. To the families whose
loved ones may be stuck in a cycle of addiction or crime, | hope these stories can also

encourage you when you are wcvering.

To the volunteers, counsellors and employers, your support have a far-reaching impact that
extends beyond the individual to his or her family and the society-at-large. Your supportive
relationship with the inmates and desistors gives them hope and motivates them to take
charge of their lives and be the change they want to see in the community.

To all readers, | hope that the life stories of these women have given you hope and
encouraged you to show support and extend a helping hand to inmates, desistors and their
families to restore broken relationships and rebuild lives.

Shie Yong Lee
Commissioner of Prisons




Foreword

The stories in this book captures the unique struggles that women have in their journey
of recovery from drug addiction. Beyond trying to free themselves from the snares of
addiction, they grapple with feelings of guilt, shame, regret, and helplessness while
receiving treatment at the Drug Rehabilitation Centre. Upon release, they face the
uphill tasks of re-establishing themselves within their families, their jobs and the
society. Even years later, some will still continue to face stigmatisation and scorn from
family and friends, and also persistent temptation to return to drugs. Ask any recovered
addict, and they will say the road to recovery is one without an expiry date.

So, what helps an offender change and how can this change be sustained? These
questions anchor the rehabilitative work we do in prisons. Some believe that it is the
offender’s willpower and commitment to change; undergoing an epiphany-like moment
in their lives. Yes. Some believe that the offender requires tangible help in giving them
skills to get better jobs and cope with drug triggers. Some believe the offenders need
support, in the community and perhaps in the divine realm, for them to go the distance.
Yes and yes. There is no magic ingredient and no magic formula. Guided by research,
we provide offenders a safe and secure environment, motivate them in our daily
interactions with them, have them undergo evidence-informed rehabilitation
programmes, strengthen their prosocial support and network in the community, and
increase their employability before release. Yet, while these are necessary, they are
insufficient to maximise the offenders’ chances of staying drug-free.

Vi



Foreword

The accounts you read here show us that the support the offender gets while
she is back in the community is equally important in cementing her resolve to
change, particularly in times when even she has given up on herself. | invite you
to immerse yourself in these stories and catch a glimpse of their journey of
change. In turn, it is my dearest hope that you will be encouraged and moved
to give support to anyone you might know who is on their road to recovery.

1

Singapore sees an average of 550 female drug offenders a year'" - each and

every one of them needs a helping hand. Will you be one of them?
“If you can't feed a hundred people, then feed just one” - Mother Teresa.

Ng Kailin
Superintendent A4 (Female Prison and Drug Rehabilitation Centre)

[1] Data trom data.gov.sg, ‘Drug Abusers by Gender'.
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Foreword

These raw and unvarnished accounts of struggle, growth and redemption were both painful at
times and deeply inspiring to read. Whether it was Kelly's account of being handed money to
purchase drugs by her own mother to keep Kelly from ending her life or Venus' account of
visiting her father in an ICU ward while she was serving a prison sentence, the stories are both
textured and complex, revealing the multi-faceted challenges associated with addiction and
the often checkered journey to recovery.

| am in awe of the brave women who shared their experiences, deepest fears and triumphs
for this book. From their stories, | gained insights and a deeper appreciation of the
challenges and struggles faced by female addicts, both in battling their addictions and in
carrying out the many roles women take on - as daughters, wives, mothers and friends. At its
core, this book is a celebration of courage of the 16 women featured, all of whom desire to
see a better future for their children and loved ones.

It is a privilege fo be part of an organisation like SANA that provides support to persons in
recovery, including women and their families, to encourage them to turn their lives around and
stay drug-free. Through this work, | have had the opportunity to meet a number of women in
recovery, some of whom have joined SANA as Peer Leaders to provide support to other
recovering drug addicts and at-risk communities. There are indeed heroes in our midst.

| hope this book will also encourage the many men and women who serve in the helping
profession as well as society as a whole to support former drug offenders and SANA’s work.
Together, we can heal and build a stronger future for Singapore and for each other.

Gillian Koh Tan
President, Singapore Anti-Narcotics Association

VI
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Hi, | am Camelia, someone who has great

interest in frauma and understanding how the Abo UT .I-he Au‘rho IS
human mind works. It has been a joy working
alongside fellow women, understanding their
childhood experiences, and how it has shaped
the way they think and who they have become.
Everyday, | am humbled that | get a glimpse of
their life through their sharing. As much as they
are learning from me, | am learning from them
too, especially about resilience.

Besides work, you can find me chasing sunsets or
taking long walks from east to west. Nothing
beats a good workout, some music in the ears
and an awesome scenery.

Camelia

I'm in the business of dreams and second chances. |
support individuals in pursuing the life they desire,
out of addiction and into living their dreams.

When | am not at work, you can find me at the beach
or scuba diving in the deep blue. If not, | am probably
at a nice cafe drinking coffee, doing fun personality
quizzes, having conversations about life and society
or enjoying live music. | believe that stories can
capture the essence of people’s lives - their joy, pain
and resiliency. | hope to inspire all women through
this book to keep fighting the good fight and for
society to do better and love better.

Marilyn



“Life is about picking people up not putting them
down.”

| enjoy a cup of tea as it helps me unwind and
appreciate what | have - my wonderful family,
friends and opportunities to support my clients.

| am a full-time therapist and see my work as
supporting individuals and families struggling with
drug addiction.

Being able to explore as a therapist is so
important, as it opens up ideas, possibilities and
hope for us and our clients.

At the end of the day, we all could do with more
cheering each other on. Inspiration for me flows
while having a cup of teq, relaxing and planning
my next project. We worked together supporting
and encouraging each other, knowing that we
were standing on the shoulders of giants, the 16
women in their wisdom and trust in us.

Charlotte
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About the Authors

Hi, | am Shan! | am a psychologist with the
Singapore Anti-Narcotics Association, and my area
of interests include desistance amongst drug
offenders, the impact of incarceration on families
and gendered pathways to crime and desistance.
It has been really fulfilling thus far to be working
with these women and being with them through
their ups and downs as well as being given the
privilege to witness their metamorphosis. | am truly
grateful to have been given the opportunity to
work with these women and be part of the process
that allows them to live empowered and
meaningful lives. Apart from work, you can usually
catch me at the gym or catching flights (not feels!)
as | am busy exploring what this great world has to

offer.

Shan

As someone who has worked extensively in the field of mental health, it's amazing to observe and gain
a deeper understanding of why drugs become such a viable alternative when a person is feeling
despondent. The more | work with and listen to the stories of these women, the more | realise that it's
often circumstantial and never boils down to a single “choice”. With addictions, it's never as simple as
“to consume or not to consume” - and | hope to help educate others in understanding that.

In my free time, I'd be huddled up in bed surrounded by speakers, allowing myself to get lost and
immersed in music (much to my neighbours’ chagrin!).

Isabel



Introduction

The stories in this book are by women who have shared a part of their life that was difficult, painful,
but also joyful and triumphant. It is easy to look at the successful end and imagine that most
women would be able to address their addictions and life struggles. Unfortunately, many women
struggled and continue to struggle with their unhelpful entrenched behaviours. These women share
their experiences of victimisation and trauma which was a significant part of their life leading up
to their offending behaviours. They have also spent time detained in a Drug Rehabilitation Centre
as well as at Changi Women's Prison. The narratives shared trace the path of women offenders into
the justice system and their journey towards change and long-term recovery.

Research from 1980s and afterwards have gathered evidence that women and men enter the
criminal justice system through different pathways. Factors contributing to the risks for women
offending were found to be either: (1) not usually characteristic of men, (2) characteristic of men
but occurred in a greater frequency with women, or (3) found to be relatively gender-neutral but
with distinct personal and social effects for women (Brennan et al, 2012).

Pathways to crime highlight the differences between men and women. For women, the adversity is
weighted more on issues such as trauma, childhood abuse, intimate partner abuse, relational
stress, and socio-economic disadvantage as significant in women's pathways to crime (Brennan, et
al 2012). The pathway out of prison is equally hazardous as women still have to contend with

limited vocational training, work experiences, re-establish a home and likely regain custody of her

children (Cobbina, 2009).

Desistance is about continual ceasing and refraining from crimes, coming out of prison is just the
first step, the challenge is staying out while leading a meaningful life. Desistance research is
understanding the pathways out of crimes with a focus on the individualised processes. It is when a
person is able to stop the criminal behaviours and develop more law abiding ones. However, the
reason to stop can be varied for each individual. The individuals' lives, their personal trajectories,
and social contexts which are embedded into their social networks offer subjective interpretations
as keys to understanding long-term life change (Maruna and Mann, 2019).



There are levels to desistance, firstly, primary desistance, as described by periods of crime-free
behavior. Secondly, secondary desistance which are periods when the individual is free from
criminal behavior which are supported by a shift in personal identity (McNeill & Weaver 2010).
More recently, McNeill (2012, 2014) has introduced the further distinction of tertiary desistance to
refer to the acceptance of change by others, resulting in the achievement of belonging within a

moral community and access fo its resources.

Desistance research has developed over recent decades, and the collated evidence suggests that
people are more likely to desist when they have:

« strong ties to family and community

« employment that fulfils them

* recognition of their worth from others

« feelings of hope and self-efficacy

* a sense of meaning and purpose in their lives

The gendered perspective provided in this book are the rich testimonies of women who have
undergone hardship and their insights into their recovery journeys. The book hopes to fill the gap in
the knowledge of women's experiences in committing offences and highlights the oversight of
understanding in this area. The journey the professional takes with the person coming out of crime
is both supportive, hopeful but all practical. Housing and jobs are important too. These
experiences are unique to women. Their pathways into crime as well as their pathways out.

The field of successful rehabilitation is still a developing one. These women in Singapore are of
different races, religion and socio-economic status, however they articulate clearly the challenges
they faced growing up, very different from a male perspective. Their stories will feature more of
struggles with relationships, abuse and limited access to resources.

It is our hope that their voices are heard and not omitted because women make up only a small
part of the justice system. Yet they are responsible in a big way within Singapore's society for the

next generation.
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Glitz and Glamour

| like pretty things. Night gowns, make-up and smiling at the
camera are things | am very familiar with. | became a model
at 18 years old. Currently, | hold a few pageant titles and am
both a model and a photography model. However, my current
identity is more than these titles.

| was exposed to the modelling industry after | participated in
my first pageant at 18 years old. Although | did not win
anything during the pageant, | caught the attention of one of
the judges. She was from a modelling agency and asked me if
| was interested to join the agency to learn more about
modelling. It was a whole new world for me because | got to
learn so many things, from Basic Etiquette and Grooming to
Professional cat-walking. Those who know me now will see me
as someone very feminine, but when | was in my teenage
years, | was very boyish and loved sports. | did not know how
to sit properly, much less talk about walking or posing.

At around 20 years old, | was working as a waitress at a
lounge and modelling at the same time. | was introduced to
pills and heroin by my friends at the workplace. | was
interested to try because my friends told me that it would
make me more courageous, which was something | needed
for my job as a waitress to get me more commission. | tried
and it really worked, especially for someone like me who is shy
by nature. However, | regretted starting heroin because of the
bad withdrawal effects, something that no one warned me
about. Since | was working, | had the money so there was no
reason for me to stop the drugs which helped me with feeling
confident and coping with the withdrawal symptoms.
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During this time, | was also introduced to my husband through mutual "But having said that, | know

friends. It was after | was engaged to him that | realised he was also

on drugs for quite some time already, just that we both had not told 3°b”°*Y iIsa Chauenge. | pray

each other about it. It sounds alarming when | think about it now but ~ €vVery day that | will not go back
at that time, when we found out about each other’s drug-taking to prison or drugs ever again."
behaviors, we were happy because we found another connection,

something that we could do together as a couple. From then on, our
common goal was to get money and get our drug supply. Finally, at
age 22, | was caught for my first drug offence. | was incarcerated for
1 year. After my release, | was faced with many triggers and
eventually | did not attend my urine supervision anymore. This cycle
went on for another 4 times where | was caught for drugs and was
incarcerated. The 4 incarcerations spanned across a period of 14
years. I'm clean now, but it is a constant struggle. | could easily fall
back to drugs anytime, 10 or even 20 years later.

My last admission was in 2009, for 4 years and 8 months. Although |
was no longer with my husband, he was one of my triggers. | was \
dealing with a lot of stress and spending time with a friend who was \ T S
taking drugs as well. This time, | was given long term imprisonment for
drug consumption. It was also only during this long sentence that | told
myself that | really did not want to lead this kind of life anymore.

| realised that my religion as a Muslim was a strength and my faith
helped me start my change journey. | told myself | really had to change |
my attitude and manage my anger. My religion taught me how to
control my anger and cleanse myself. Without religion, change is
possible but not sustainable. | realised that when | am grounded in
faith, | have more helpful ways to deal with situations when | am doing
something bad to myself. | was released in 2012 and will never set foot P
in prison again. .




In the beginning when | left home with my two sons, my husband was unhappy and he took my elder son
back with him. It broke my heart when my elder son, who was about 7 years old then, would take a very long
bus ride to the west to come and find me. He wanted to stay with me and he told me that he did not have
enough to eat for every meal, so | fought for my son to stay with me. Yet, | did not treasure this opportunity
and was not able to spend most of my time with my children as | was in and out of prison. There was a time
when my sons were separated and placed in different Children’s Homes. It impacted me greatly because in
my heart, | knew they did not deserve this. It was because of me that they were not able to lead a normal
life, their freedom was also affected. It was not a smooth journey when | was released in between my
multiple incarcerations because my sons were very smart and they knew | was not doing good.

"My elder son saw me consume Subutex before and he directly questioned me when he saw the
pills, telling me that he did not like it when | was on drugs."

My mother passed away when | was serving my sentence and it had a strong impact on me. At that time, |
thought to myself, "My mother cared for me, but | was a disappointment.” She often scolded me to better
my ways in life and | would just agree saying ‘Ok, Ok’ but | continued taking drugs. | felt that | did not fulfil
my responsibility as a daughter and did not have a chance to prove to my mother or ask my mother for
forgiveness. As a Muslim, we believe that if our mother did not forgive us, we are not forgiven in the after
life. | told myself that | cannot let history repeat itself for my father. Thus, | was determined to stay out in the
community to care for my father for as long as possible.

My elder brother and | had a similar past, we were both into drugs. Even before his current drug sentence,
he offered me drugs. However, | had learnt to be different and would reject him, sometimes telling him that |
was fasting. This was when | also realised that | have really changed, and | am firm about what | want to do
and what | do not want to do.

My sister also saw my change and told me how proud she was of me. | did not do anything special, but |
think the biggest confirmation that | changed was when we were able fo travel together. When | was on
drugs, | was not able to go anywhere, | kept going to the toilet to fulfil my addiction. | was always high, in
my own world and paranoid of everything. The first time | was able to travel without any worries, was the
day | realised what true freedom felt like. | realised how beautiful life is without drugs. | did not need drugs
anymore.
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Truth is, after being in and out of prisons 6 times, it is not easy to reset my life in the community. It was
like being a toddler again, | needed to learn how to walk, | needed to be worried about how much
money and CPF (savings) | have. Naturally, | found myself comparing with my peers who had never
been incarcerated and was sure they were successful in their careers and had much more CPF than |
did. However, comparing did not help, | knew | just had to work hard for myself.

| spent my first 5 months of being out in the community taking care of my father and also volunteered
at a welfare organisation. After he passed on, | started working. | started at Geylang Baazar as a
part-timer because | wanted to see if | could manage it. After being able to hold down the job for 3
years, | then had the confidence to change my job. | realised that the jobscope did not matter, |
wanted to continue working because | wanted to feel responsible. | wanted to work and earn money
just like everyone else.

| wanted a routine that | could occupy myself with. | previously worked as a supervisor at an oil rig
company and that is my current job now. | was open to trying different jobs as it helped me learn
new things and most importantly, if a company does not want me, | will not read too much into it. |
will just apply for other jobs. | am still a work-in-progress. Amidst my constant struggle in the
community for the past 10 years, | have come to redlise that life is beautiful and there is always
something | can look forward to. If | had continued down the path of drug-taking, nothing good
would have come out of it. Instead, it will ruin my life, my body and my mind. As | continue on my
journey of new beginnings, | would like to share with you, you who are reading my story, my favourite
verse from the Quran,

“Which then of your Lord’s blessing you deny? Which part of the Lord’s blessing you deny?”
What it says here is that we have to learn that there is blessing everywhere, even the air we breathe

is blessed. Every little thing is a blessing and that is when we are able to see life as meaningful. If
you have 10 cents, tell yourself that at least you have 10 cents. Give thanks to God for everything.
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