Chapter Five





EUGENE








	At parties Mei always introduces me with the same line - “Oh, come, meet Eugene. We’ve known each other since primary school. He’s like the little brother I’m glad I never had.” Well, that’s me - in Britain, I’m what you call a ‘swot’, in America, a ‘nerd’, and in Singapore, the ‘kia su kid’ - the tiny child in the corner with the Asimov novel and spectacles face. I’m sort of like Jordan’s brother, that dark, quiet and ugly member of New Kids On The Block whose name no one can ever remember. Mei’s intro always gets a laugh from the guests, but it doesn’t do anything for my confidence. Introductions, in general, have never done much for my confidence. When my mother brought me into the world, she made a major mistake. For starters, she named me Guo Xing ‘        ‘. But then my uncle, who is some sort of fortune teller, calculated the number of strokes in my name and it was a bad number, or something, as it meant that I would die or generally catastrophize my life when I was in my twenties.  He wasn’t very specific as to what exactly would happen, but pronounced my doom in terms filled with terrifying generality. So my mother changed my name to one which had a more auspicious number of strokes - Ge Xun ‘        ‘. But I always think, hey, I’ve already been named. My fate has already been set. I’m really going to fuck something up when I go past the big Two Zero. Oh my God….. At this stage, Mei usually passes me a paper bag while I hyperventilate. But I hope this at least explains why I’ve spent most of my twenties in a state of constant neurosis. 





*





	When we were kids, Mei spent most of her time beating me up. We always played fighting, but according to the rules,  I couldn’t actually touch her, I could only feint blows in her direction. She, on the other hand, could punch me as hard as she liked. When I asked her why we played by these rules, she would just glare at me and said, “Because I’m a girl and you’re a boy, stupid. Boys can’t hit girls.” Mei invented those rules, but to this day, she still insists that she’s a feminist.


	When we were thirteen, every time we watched a Bond video, we would pretend to beat each other up.	Once, I jumped off the bed, spun and swung my right foot at Mei’s head. She ducked,  crouched on the balls of her feet, and leapt. Her right fist, propelled by the entire weight of her body, struck my chin like an ejecting spike. I crashed into the basket of laundry. 


	“There's only two things that touch me,” Mei said, “My boyfriend, and soap.”


	We spent the afternoon punching the hot heavy air, bare feet swinging from the floor towards the ceiling, only stopping to peel our wet T-shirt collars from our necks. The thunder jerked us back to reality. Pins of water bounced off the window shutters, puddling the void deck with murky grey splotches. Though they were made of stainless steel, public opinion deemed that the shutters weren't strong enough and needed the protection of the green iron grilles. My mother told me this steel-iron barrier kept the burglars out, but I knew better. Anything exciting, like criminals, were in short supply on housing board estates. The labyrinthine metal outside our windows kept people in, not out, trapped them in their dinky two bedroom flats, entombed them in Fortress Boredom.


	I escaped through fantasy, transforming my bedroom into an adventure land, injecting magic into the mundane. A lot of our games involved nothing more than jumping on and off my bed, but in our minds we leapt out of trees to ambush aristocrats, or scaled Mount Everest with skipping ropes. We played Star Wars by switching on the fan to full power. When Mei spoke into the whirring blades, her voice went metallic - she became Darth Vader, and droned chilling threats while I made heroic noises as I waved my light-sabre/broom-stick.


	Sometimes, lying in bed at night, my stomach hurt.  It was useless, all these games were just make believe. My fantasies couldn't satisfy me, they only whetted my desire, lodged an ache like a balled fist in the pit of my stomach. The day dreams floated like vampiric phantoms, sucked the joy from my present existence, possessed me with the demon urge to morph into someone else, haunting, taunting me to get out, get out, go West young one.


	“Why nothing ever interesting happen in Singapore?” I complained to Mei. On TV, we always saw lots of shootings, car chases, bank explosions, but they all took place in the West. “Why we don't have any  guns? Why can't I get kidnapped or shot? I don't even know anyone who has been burglarised!”  Raising my voice to compete against the loud rattle of rain against the shutters, I announced my goal in life - “When I grow up, I'm going to go to England or America, and I'm going to catch a lot of murderers. I’m going to be like Arnold Schwazeneg, Schwitznegger, Shch � oh never mind.” How could someone be your role model if you couldn’t even pronounce his name?


	The West was filled with rolling hills, verdant fields, purple mountains, golden ponds and emerald lakes, full of opportunities to wander lonely as a cloud and chance upon a crowd, a host of daffodils. My English pen pal often wrote about the cute furry animals that  would sneak into her house, wild squirrels and baby rabbits. Cockroaches and fruit flies were my household companions, creatures which have never been made into soft toys. Consequently, I am ashamed to confess that sometimes I do a Wordsworth and lie on my couch, wishing I was in some field in the Lake District, finding my blissful solitude in viewing that golden flash with my inward eye.





* 





	Hundreds of  washing poles hung from the windows at the back of our apartment block, their wooden�clipped clothes swaying in the darkness. Water plopped from the clothes to the pavement,  scattering  black, round rings on the grey cement.


	Someone screamed. A woman crashed out of the window on the fifteenth floor, tumbling through the layers of wooden poles. The poles cracked, splintering wood  on the ground. Clothes snapped from their clips, fell, and covered the twisted corpse like a shroud. These were the clothes that buried her: one pair of blue Giordano jeans, two cockroach�bitten singlets, four Triumph bras, a pair of green Crocodile briefs, a dark blue Raffles Girls' School track top, a faded brown Brownie uniform with badges for First�Aid, Tracking and Crafts, one green imitation Chanel T�shirt, three plain white shirts for the office, and one yellow�grey batik shirt for the trip to Bali. A child's T-shirt floated onto the corpse. Strawberry Shortcake smiled up from the T-shirt at us. She said, “I'm always smiling, cheerful, and very bright.”


	“Oh my God,” Mei said, “Don't look. You see this, afterwards the rest of your life you get nightmares, cannot sleep.”  


	She covered my eyes with her hand. 


	“Oh cool. Is it that gross? Let me see.” I clawed at her hands. 


	She let go, I saw the woman, and ran from the window. “Oh yuck yuck yuck, so gross, so grosssss.”


	“I told you so. Now you cannot keep the picture out of your head, they have to send you to Woodbridge mad hospital. Serve you right, who ask you not to listen to me?”


	I returned, carrying a camera. “Oh so gross, take picture, take picture.”


	She snatched my camera. 


	I continued to make ‘bleargh’  faces. “You see the head twisted like that. 180 degrees. Yuck, yuck.”


	“So yucky then you look for what?” Mei said, “this kind of thing you also want to see.” She snorted disdainfully. Then she peeked at the body below. “The corpse's eyes  are still open. Hey, Eugene, she's looking at you. She's going to get you.”


	“Shut up,” I said. “Do you know who she is?” 


	Mei stared hard at the corpse. “I think…she looks like…Marissa. Mrs Lam’s maid.”


	“You think she jumped?” I asked.


	Mei shrugged.


	“Hey you know that Mrs Lam kept nagging her,” I said, “She always shout at Marissa so loud  � ‘You stupid girl, Chinese New Year how dare you sweep the floor? You want to sweep all my luck away? You continue like that I take away your deposit.’”


	“Don't be stupid, if a maid gets nagged, it doesn’t mean that she’ll go and commit suicide. If every maid that gets nagged, commits suicide, then there’ll be no maids left in Singapore. It won’t be raining cats and dogs anymore, it’ll be  raining maids.”


 	“Hey if the maid didn't jump then you think what - somebody throw her out of the window?" My eyes widened. "You think somebody...murdered her?” I started humming the theme tune from “The Twilight Zone”. “Wah, wait till I tell the people on my school bus. ‘Hey, you know what? Yesterday somebody in my building got murdered’.” I jumped and clapped my hands. “Excitement.”


	“Why you think somebody murdered her?” Mei said. 


	“’Cos it'll be really cool if she was murdered,” I said, “Then we got mystery to solve. Nothing ever happens around here. I hope she was murdered.”


	"Choi, choi, don't talk rubbish," Mei said, "Mrs Lam is a very nice lady. She’s not the psycho type."


	“You know what they say,” I said, “It's always the quiet ones.”


	Mei glared at me. “Don't you have a test to study for?”


	“Can’t you stop acting like a prefect for five seconds?” I said. “Even my mother isn’t as strict as you.”


	“Even my mother doesn’t have tits as big as yours, you fatty bom bom.”


	More insults were traded, followed by a spot of mutual hair-pulling, chest-pushing and shin-kicking.


	After we exhausted ourselves, I said - “Maybe we should go and visit Mrs Lam. To comfort her.”


	“To kaypoh you mean, you big busybody,” Mei said.


	“Hah, like you not interested,” I said, “Don't you want to find who murdered Marissa? This is our chance to be real detectives, like ‘The Famous Five.’”


	I went to my school bag and took out my Whizz Kid's How To Be A Detective.  “Now according to this book we need fingerprint powder. Charcoal is the best.”


	“Where to get charcoal?”


	“Go to the kitchen, girl.” 


	“Stupid, we only have a gas stove and a microwave. Who cooks with charcoal any more? We can use 'Johnson's Baby Powder'. It works better on dark surfaces than charcoal.”


	“That's so un-macho. Why your kitchen so lousy, got no charcoal?” 


	“We can use pencil lead instead.”


	We gathered all the pencils in the flat, and started scraping the lead tips with our pen knives. Black dust powdered the air, settling slowly into the jam jar.


	I looked at my book again. “It says here that we need a brush, made from camel hair. You got one or not?” 


	“Singapore where got camel? We'll use my paint brush.”


	“Right. All we need now is to find an excuse to go up to Mrs Lam's house and dust her place for prints. Oh goody, more excitement.” I said, “I’ll go put on my scout uniform, and you go get your guides uniform. We’ll go to her flat, and we’ll tell her that we got to do this good deed, clean her house, to get a 'Helpfulness' badge or whatever those stupid things are called. You distract her, bring her to the kitchen, wash her windows, while I dust Marissa's room for prints. Ask Mrs Lam loads of questions about Marissa, and remember to switch on the tape recorder. If she makes a slip, we can use it as evidence. You get the picture?"


	“Cheese.”





	* 





	I hit the red button, filling the air with chimes from the first bars of the 'Blue Danube'. The door opened a fraction, then shuddered to a stop. Mrs Lam peered through the chained gap. 	“Hello, we’re from the scouts and the guides. Can we do a good deed?” I lifted my red bucket and cloth to show her that I had brought my window cleaning apparatus along. 


	The door sprung free from its chains. “Of course, come in, come in.” 


	Mrs Lam gathered us in. She looked at Mei. “Why your face so white, you poor girl? You having your period now? I go and pour some ginseng tea for you.” Her back disappeared into the kitchen. 


	Mei stuck out her tongue. “Ginseng.” 


	“Say you love ginseng tea, say she's the best ginseng tea maker in the world. Drink as much as possible, keep her occupied while I do some snooping.” 


	Mei sulked towards the kitchen, while I ducked into Marissa's room.


	Marissa’s dressing table was buried under all sorts of chemicals - hair spray, lipstick, the usual stuff, but also some tubes and aerosols that did more subtle stuff that I didn't know anything about. I picked up a bottle of transparent yellow liquid called 'Eskinol Clear', and noted the Manila Import Services Pte Ltd.’s promise that it would whiten any Filipino skin “in 14 days, Guaranteed!” Pencilled on her complimentary AIA Insurance calendar was a mysterious list of numbers: "4046 � 1, 8241 � 2, 8460 � 1, 0922 � 2, 5686 � 2, 8712 � 1,  0724 � 1 Quickpick $1". The bottom of the drawer was filled with love paraphernalia, stuff like this packet of pink envelopes with loads of red roses on the front and the words, "When we are together again, our relationship will be       (((    ". Puke-inducing or what? Stuffed between the pages of her diary was a poem written in romantic doggerel, e.g. rhymes like "flame"/"rain", "see"/"me", professions that  "my own heart brims with tears unshed", like in a bad Michael Bolton song (is there any other?) The poem was signed “Tom”, plus a phone number and address. Who was Tom? A white American G.I. grinned from a black-and-white photo clipped to a McDonalds menu. Was that him? I scribbled in my notebook - "Tom. Boyfriend? Murderer?" Shading in all the empty spaces, I ensured that no gaps on the page could be filled with forged evidence, in case the book fell into criminal hands.


	Time to dust the table for prints. 


	“Eugene, would you like some ginseng tea?” Mrs Lam walked into the room. Her eyes swivelled from the paint brush in my hand to  the black powder that smudged the cream table top. 	“What are you doing boy?”


	“Nothing.” I chucked my equipment into my bag.


	Mrs Lam snatched my bag. Rummaging through it, she found her card:








Criminal Record Card No. 1


						Name: Mrs Lam


						DOB/Age: 40?�50? 


						Place of Birth: Singapore


						Occupation: Teacher





Distinguishing features: Freckles, pimples, a mole on the upper lip and more wrinkles than Jabba the Hutt.





	“Is that supposed to be me?” she said.


	Under the ‘mug shots - front and side’ section were two crude sketches of Mrs Lam. 	


	I nodded.


	“You really think I weigh that much? Do I look that old?”


	I gulped. 


	She gave me a hard stare and said, “I don't like your manner.”


	I knew what I should have said. I should have been cool like Marlowe, and said through the side of my mouth, "You don't like my manner? That's all right, cos I'm not selling it."


	But I wasn't cool, I couldn't think of a single snappy wise-crack.  I just stood there, thinking oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit.





	* 





	Back at our detective HQ, Mei had her mouth stuck under the tap, trying to wash out the taste of the ginseng.


	“Why you didn't distract her long enough?” I said, “You know how much trouble you got me into? Lucky she so shocked, I ran away before she could catch me.”


	Mei dislodged her mouth from the tap and sputtered. “It’s your own fault. Who ask you to be so slow? Did you get any fingerprints?”


	“I didn't have time. I managed to get a bottle to dust at home.” I produced the 'Eskinol' bottle.


	Mei gave me such a look. "You're going to hell. I can't believe it. You stole something from a dead person?"


	“It's not stealing, it's confiscating evidence.” What was the big deal? Detectives in novels always took stuff from crime scenes and nobody ever made a fuss. I drenched the bottle with talcum powder, all psyched up to find arches, whorls, loops, composites. I knew all the different categories from reading the Whizz Kids book, but though I zapped sticky tape over every inch of the glass, I got nothing for my efforts.


	“Did you get any useful info from Mrs Lam?” I said.


	“She said she was away on holiday when Marissa fell. She thinks it was an accident. She say that whenever Marissa was hanging out the clothes, she always did it very dangerously. Like if  a bird landed on the end of the pole, on one of  the blouses, Marissa would try to shoo the bird away, stick her hand out at the bird to hit it. I guess that’s what happened that night - Marissa leaned and leaned, then whooshed out of the window. "


	I rubbed the imaginary stubble on my chin. “I don't believe this accident theory. Marissa was a spy. The numbers on the paper were code messages."


	"Those were lottery numbers, stupid." 


	“Maybe someone hypnotised her. I saw that on Columbo once. The murderer hypnotises her, say that when she hears the phone ring three times, she'll feel really hot, and jump out of the window. We can go and ask Mrs Lam's neighbour if the phone rang three times before Marissa fell.” I clapped my hands together with glee. “I'm such a great detective, the clues just fall in place like that - .” I snapped my fingers. “It's almost too easy. Everything is clear when you have the vision of a genius.”


	“Rubbish. Columbo is TV, life is life. Get real.”


	“You got a better idea?”


	“I'm not the one with the vision of the genius.”


	I shut my eyes. “Marissa definitely had a boyfriend, that's why she had so much make-up. But they split, that's why she put all the love envelopes at the bottom of the drawer.” 


	“So what do you think happened, Oh Wise One?”


	“Maybe Marissa's boyfriend wanted her to run away with him to America. Maybe she couldn’t because…because…she had to stay and work in Singapore to earn money for her family. Maybe her boyfriend got jealous, they fought, and he pushed her out of the window.” 


	 “Marissa wasn't murdered. It was just an accident. She was just doing her job, hanging clothes, and she fell. She died doing a boring, boring job. That's how our lives are going to be like. Die after living a boring, boring life.”


	“You're wrong, it was murder, I can feel it.  I know what will happen - we'll discover too much, because people always think children don't know anything, but we know. We'll find the murderer, and he'll try to capture us, but we'll escape to the police just in time.”


	“That kind of thing only happen on TV one lah. Or in England and America. Nothing exciting is ever going to happen to us. Face it Eugene, you’re too ordinary. You look exactly like all the other boys your age - durian hair, big owl glasses, brown oily skin. If they drove a bus down the pavement, they would hit twenty kids that looked exactly like you. You’re not special. You’re like me, you’re just normal.” Mei said that the problem with this world is that nine out of ten people are so dull that no one would want to write or read about them, and the tenth person, their life is so bizarre that no one would believe it. It's this horrible, but necessary and inevitable imbalance that rules our lives.


	But her words only made me burn to prove that inside this typically dorky-looking boy was a Rambo. Authority types like Mei hated me, because I was an unorthodox, fly-by-wire kind of guy, a renegade who would cut through red-tape and regulations to get things done. I’d do whatever it takes to get justice, and if those pen-pushers at city hall can’t take it, they can stick their biros and DA126 forms up their you-know-where.  I flapped the photo of Marissa’s boyfriend in Mei’s face. “I’m going to catch him, no matter what you say. Then they’ll interview me on Crime Watch and I’ll be famous.” I stuck out my tongue at her. “And you’ll be nothing." 	Mei snatched the photo from me. “I saw him.”


	“When?”


	“On the night Marissa fell, I saw this guy go into the flat.”


	“You sure?” 


	Mei nodded. “We better go tell the police.”


	“No, I want to interview the guy before we go to the police. Search his flat. Now, if we…”


	“What’s this ‘we’ thing? If you want to go talk to a murderer, you can go by yourself. You want to get killed - that’s your problem.” 


	“You're going to desert me, chicken?”


	“I’m leaving it to the police.” 	Mei opened my toy cupboard. “Maybe we should play Scrabble instead.”


	“Maybe you should go home, Judas.”


	“Maybe I will.”





*





	After receiving my tip, the police raided Tom’s flat. They found Marissa’s purse and jewellery in his cupboard. Faced with the incriminating evidence, Tom broke down and confessed. 


	“So strange,” my father said. He showed me the newspaper report. Tom supposedly had no idea how Marissa’s purse and jewellery got into his cupboard. That’s what really scared him. He thought that God or Marissa’s ghost must have planted them there, so he confessed to the police to save his soul. 


	“It’s a miracle.” I shrugged. 


	As for Mei, because she was so nasty to me about the whole detective business, I resolved not to friend her for at least a week, to teach her a lesson. I decided that I wasn’t going to speak to her unless she bowed down, made flapping worship gestures with her arms and addressed me as “The Great Detective”. But three days later, we passed each other along the corridor, we both said 'Hi', and everything went back to normal.
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