Chapter Six





Day Two: Sunday morning





ANDY








When I first asked Mei to go out with me, she told me that she couldn’t be “unequally yoked”. When I asked her what the hell she meant, she quoted 2 Corinthians 6:14 at me - “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers” - which basically means she wouldn’t go out with anyone who isn’t a Christian.


“Last week, when you suddenly converted,” Mei said, “at first I thought - hmmm, very suspicious, but I decided to give you the benefit of the doubt. I was so wrong.”


“What do you mean?” I said.  


“I kept warning you but you never listen. Don’t deny this. Ever since you came to Singapore, every Saturday night you had to bet with the bookies, and every Saturday night I kept telling you that you’re going to get caught. You never learn, do you? You had to keep on betting, betting, betting until you got busted.” 


“What do you think happened?”


 “It’s obvious isn’t it? All week, you kept going on about Newcastle and Man U, how Saturday’s match  was going to decide the championship. So I guess your punter friends turned up as usual, and you just couldn’t say ‘no’.”


I shook my head. “That wasn’t what happened at all. There wasn’t any gambling in my flat when I was arrested. I told you, I’ve turned to God. No more gambling. I’m a changed man.” 


“So what really happened?”


“I was in my flat, on my way out to see you - just putting your gift in my pocket - oh you’ll love what I bought - it’s this packet of diet chocolate bars. It’s got all these cool centers - orange, apricot, mint, toffee, coconut - sugar and fat free, only a hundred and six calories each. I know how you worry about your thighs. Is that a good gift or what?” I looked longingly for approval.


“You were supposed to get me some shampoo.”


 “Oh yeah, right. But anyway I was like putting the chocolate in my pocket - on my way out to see you - no punters around me, in an absolutely non-soccer, non-gambling situation - when there’s this knock on the door. The police raided my flat, they arrested me and everything, but I didn’t do anything wrong. I was framed.” 


I told her all about my arrest. 





*





	The fan hung above me like a chrysanthemum, its golden petals spinning from the ceiling. Cutting through the hot, thick air, the swift blades cast dark strokes against the concrete above it. Blurred, black stripes streaked around the orange ceiling. I never noticed it before. It’s one of those moments when you casually glance at something that’s always been there and suddenly you realise you’ve never seen anything quite so magical in all your life. I sucked my breath and dropped on the sofa. I had to get dressed to leave but I couldn’t move - though this sight was a thing of beauty, I had to meet Mei, another thing of beauty, in ten minutes time. Mei’s beauty was unlike that of the pattern above me - hers was the steely, even caustic type, like mercury. She had an impatient energy, an attraction too powerful to be fixed. She hated everything that was late. 


The flames from the altar next door licked the fumes of the ‘Lucky Oil’ into my flat. Smoke curled in through the steel shutters of the windows, sweet incense from the burning oil. A couple of months ago, returning home drunk and consequently, stricken with a mad craving for chips, the bottle of ‘Lucky Oil’ was a dead ringer for Mazola corn oil. So I nicked some to deep-fry my potatoes. Fortunately, Mei popped by an hour later and sent me to the hospital to get my stomach pumped before anything lethal happened. 


I know I was going to be late for my date, but I just lay there, transfixed. I had entered one of those rare moments in life, that maybe, if you’re lucky, you get once - those seconds when fantasy and reality merge, when you live out what you only usually dream through TV. I pressed the volume button on my remote and watched the chrome knob on the Sony wind upwards, drowning out the rattling rain. The bass bounced off the floor, knocking the breath out of me. But my body soon adjusted, my heart thud along to the rhythm; I melt into the song, let the guitar riffs wind round my body. That’s the thing with loud music - fight it, and it’s like banging your head against the wall. You’ll just end up with a headache and bleeding ears. Better to surrender to it, let the wailing waves carry you, ride the surf.


	Spread-eagled on the sofa, wearing only black boxers, I felt like a model in a MTV video (dir. David Fincher). The scene I’m in had all the elements of a Fincher video - the bass, the smoke, the fan, the acid rain outside. Everything is picture perfect - I lay there, my white skin pale against the black leather cushions, expecting a mystical visitation, waiting - any moment now - for the face of Madonna or George Michael to appear projected on the ceiling, mouthing the lyrics to their latest Billboard Top 5 hit. Life can’t get better than this.


	A Chinese face peered through the shutters. He tapped the window to get my attention. I just stared at the ceiling. He waved a plastic ID in his left hand and flapped some paper with his left. His lips moved and it sounds like he’s saying - ‘Shit is a Sioux warden’ - but I knew that couldn’t be right. I cut the music. 


After I opened the door, the inspector did more paper flapping in my direction. “Inspector Koh, C.I.D., Gambling Suppression Branch,” he said,  “This is a search warrant.  Please co-operate with us. We will conduct the search in your presence.”


I’m shitting myself, thinking - they’re going to bloody wreck my flat! You know, I’ve seen the movies and I know that when you get raided, the police splinter down your doors,  yank down your cabinets, take out their knives and slit up your sofa looking for contraband. 


“Who?” I said. 


“Don’t pretend,” he said, “We’ve been watching your flat for the past month.”


I knew who the inspector was referring to. ‘They’ were the bookies. Usually, on Saturday nights, Loong ran his betting shop in my flat, but fortunately, not tonight. 


“I’m not hiding anyone. You can check, you’ve got the warrant,” I said, “I’m the only one who lives here, apart from the usual lizards and the occasional stray iguana.” 


	“Check the toilet,” the inspector told his junior officer. The junior officer was this skinny teenager. All I could think of was how young he looks - like hell, I was being busted by some kid who probably wasn’t old enough to buy cigarettes yet.


	The junior officer returned to the living room with a filofax. 


“It’s all here sir,” the officer said, “Names and numbers”.


The inspector shot me a meaningful look, but I’m like ‘Huh’?


 “I’ve never seen the filofax before in my life,” I say. “And if I’d seen it, I’d never would have bought it.” 


I mean like, huuurgh, it was ugly. The cover had this blotch of yellow, brown, white squiggles,  like someone shat on it, wanked all over it and then topped it off with a sprinkle of pond scum. It looked like something that dropped out of the Sphinx’s nose. The filofax looked so hideous it completely screwed up my head. I knew that I should be worrying about jail and shit, but all the time, the only thing I could think of was - how the hell can they even think that I could even own a filofax like that? I mean, I’m a cool, hip guy. I’m always aware of what’s in the UK Top Twenty, I know who’s in, who’s out, who’s on the move. I mean, I’m like the ‘in’ kind of guy who knows who’s the smart one in Beavis and Butthead. So I say to the inspector, “You don’t seriously think that the filofax belongs to me? You know, like I have more taste than that”, and he looks at me real funny like, and I know that, in his eyes, my cool quotient equals to zero. And I feel like a pile of cack. And I tell myself, ‘Andy, you are one mind-fucked boy. You ought to be worried about spending the rest of your life in jail for a crime you know nothing about, instead of worrying about whether Inspector Koh thinks you’re hip or not’. But you’ve got to see it to believe it - the filofax was so ugly, it was traumatic. 


The officer cuffed me and led me out, past the other flats. The corridor is filled with the noise of clanging swords and the flutter of  kung-fu somersaults, the sound of twelve TVs all tuned to the same channel, everyone watching Chinese Cinema I: “Ming Demon”.


	We reached the lift. The doors opened, revealing a Filipino maid with two children, a teenager in a dark blue pinafore, lugging a black Nike tennis bag that was half her height, and a housewife, her hands full with four big red plastic bags from Robinsons, probably on her way back from the Great Singapore Sale. When she saw us - the police officers, and me in cuffs - about to enter the lift, she nudged her nine-year-old boy with her knee and says, “Let’s go.”


	“But not our floor yet,” the boy protested.


 	“Shut up. We’ll walk up the rest of the way,” she said, and pushed him out of the lift. The other passengers also shot fearful glances in my direction and scrambled out. 


	 I’ve never felt so dangerous in all my life. It was so cool.





I thought I was going to get it when the police brought me to the statement room. I expected this dark room, pitch black with nothing but a huge hot yellow light blazing in my face, you know, those rooms you see in cop shows, the ones with two way mirrors. I expected two detectives to play good guy, bad guy, both hunched over me, their hot breaths down my neck, shaking me by the collar, trying to extract a confession, threatening to beat me. I was all psyched up to say stuff like - ‘I know my rights, I want my lawyer.  I’m a British citizen. Call the embassy. Call the British Council. I’ll sic Amnesty International on you if you so much as lay a finger on me.’”


	But the real statement room looked like the staff room in my school. It had all the usual office stuff -  biros in mugs, packets of blu-tack, ring re-inforcements, half-used wrapping paper, a family  photo of a kid flapping around in a pool with a Jurassic Park dinosaur float, a huge Garfield tissue paper holder, and on the wall behind them, a ‘Mr. Kia-su’ cartoon calendar. I felt like I was being audited by an accountant, it was like being arrested by Coopers and Lybrand.


	The inspector starts making some pretty serious allegations - he’s going to book me for being some triad, secret-society gambling honcho or something. He serves me the notice and I read the charge. 


	“Do you wish to say anything in answer to the charge?” he said.


I’m completely gob-smacked. I work as a relief teacher at Dai Tang Secondary School, and earlier on in the morning, you wouldn’t believe the crap I had to go through just to be able to bring the kids to Fort Canning. My principal said it wasn’t safe - like please,  I’m bringing the kids to look at some cannons, it’s not like I’m taking them bungee jumping over shark-infested waters or anything like that. I told my principal that, and he said, ‘Fort Canning is a big hill. What if the children fall down and break their heads? Like Jack and Jill. Then the parents will come and sue the school. Then how?’ My principal only agreed to the field trip after I made the children sign all these consent forms in triplicate, absolving the school of any responsibility “in the event of any injuries (whether psychological or physical), damage or deaths.” Anyway the point of this story is, and there is a point to it, is that this morning my principal treated me like I was some pea-brain git who couldn’t even supervise a simple field trip, and ten hours later the police are trying to get me to admit that I’m this genius mastermind who’s been funnelling millions of dollars in bets all around the world.


	I told the inspector about the field trip but he didn’t say anything. He just eyeballed me for a minute and said, “I advise you to mention any facts you intend to rely on in your defence at the trial.” 


	“Don’t I have a right to remain silent and all that TV stuff?” I said.


	“Yah. You can tell us your defence for the first time in court. But it’s better not to.”


“Why?”


“Usually the judge will think that you’ve made up your defence. You leave it so late to give your defence, he might not believe you. If you’re innocent, then there’s no harm talking to us right? All we want is a voluntary statement.” 


The inspector passed me the filofax. “Look carefully at the names. Do you know them?” 


I looked at the list of names - ‘Ho Fat Foon. Yap Chin Chai. Kwok Wok Woon’ etc., but it didn’t ring any bells.  I mean, I could have been reading out from a Chinese menu, for all I knew.


	The inspector started reading all this stuff from the filofax, like “August 24, Liverpool versus Arsenal, two hundred thousand dollars”, and I was like “What?” 


	“Don’t try and bluff me,” he said, “We can verify all these bets. Three - million - dollars.” 


	“You know all about these bets?” I said, “Good for you. Because I sure as hell don’t know anything about those bets.”








*





 “Well, I’ve got good news and bad news,” Mei said.


	“Bad news first,” I said.


	“The maximum sentence is a fine of two hundred thousand dollars and jail not exceeding five years.”


	“Ouch. And the good news?”


	“The minimum fine is twenty thousand dollars, and one month jail.”


	I jerked my head back. “That was the good news?”


	“Sorry, I lied,” Mei said, “What do you expect - I’m a lawyer. I should have said - I have bad news, and bad news.”


	“Twenty thousand? That’s more than a whole year’s salary. How am I going to find that kind of money?” 


	“Didn’t you make a lot of money betting?”


	I shook my head. “Sometimes I win, sometimes I don’t. It evens out. I’m about a thousand dollars in profit at the moment. Shit. Jail...”


	“Is mandatory,” Mei said, “One month, minimum.”


	When I first got arrested I wasn’t too worried about it. Yeah like I got stressed, but only in the way people get stressed if they get done for parking on a double yellow line. You sort of think like “oh bollocks”, but it’s not like your life is over. When I got arrested, I thought like the worst thing that could happen was maybe a big fine, a slap on the wrist. But now I saw my whole life evaporating before me. “Five years?” I said.


	“Don’t worry, I’ll visit you,” Mei said. “I’ll bring cookies.”


“I can’t cope with jail. I mean, like I’m twenty-two, I’m in my sexual prime, I can’t spend five years in jail. And after I get out I’ll be screwed, like who will want to employ a convicted felon? And if I can’t get a job, how am I going to pay off a two hundred thousand dollar fine?” I snapped my fingers. “I know, maybe I can write a book. Don’t you think this whole gambling/jail thing sounds pretty exciting? Maybe I can get loads of dosh for my story,  you know, to help me pay the fine.” 


“I’m sure your life will make a great alternative detective story,” Mei said.


	“You really think so?”


	“Yes, most detective stories would be about the protagonists’ remarkable powers of observation. Your story would be about your remarkable lack of observation.”


It hit me for the first time - the whole big bag of shite, cosmic seriousness of the situation. They say that in moments of despair, staring at the dark night of the soul, you tap into pools of poetry that you never knew you had; a rare moment of eloquence grips you, as the Muse is moved by pity to visit you, enabling you to articulate the awful existential condition of man. Sitting there, contemplating my penalty, I had an epiphany, my lips moved to utter two simple, yet moving words that described my plight, something Hemingway might have said, a real literary statement in the dirty realism tradition. 


“Oh shit,” I said.


“That is an accurate summary of the situation,” Mei said.


	 “Why jail? It’s not like I did something evil or anything,” I said, “It’s only gambling, it’s just fun, a laugh, you know. I didn’t hurt anyone.” 


	Mei rolled her eyes. “It’s just a ‘guy thing’, I suppose.”


	“Exactly.” 


	“You expected a spanking rather than a kick in the teeth.” 


	“It was just a game.”  I spread my hands. “I’m just the victim of a cultural misunderstanding.” 


In England, gambling is just fun, like you had Anthea Turner and Mr. Blobby and lottery balls popping up on your screens every Saturday night and everyone thinks it’s a right laugh. In Singapore, most forms of gambling carries a mandatory prison sentence. I was finding this to be true a lot lately - things in England that you do in order to become one of the lads, those hard-men initiation rites, things you did to make you socially acceptable among your peers - in Singapore, those exact things would get you fined, incarcerated and caned. That’s like, well confusing. Like at university, drink and drugs were my defining substances, but in Singapore, it’s illegal to get pissed in a public place - I mean, like why? The only people who stay at home to get pissed are like, alcoholics. And get this, you can get the death penalty for possessing pot, even if you’re not selling any of it, you’ll get hung just for having some grass in your pocket. You can get two weeks jail for swallowing one E tablet and thirteen years for being a heroin junkie. When I asked Mei what people did here for fun, she said, “Karaoke”, and, I like, nearly died. In England, karaoke is okay because you’re usually so pissed you don’t care that you and everybody else can’t sing, but imagine having to sit through a ‘live’ rendition of ‘I’m Too Sexy’ while you’re sober. I mean, this place is so strict, with all these laws you would never even dream of having in England. Like if you brush - even if it’s like a complete accident - against a woman in a bus, she could get you caned for “outraging her modesty”. In England, you wouldn’t even think of having a law like that. Imagine all the men riding in the Tube during rush hour. If we had the same laws in England, they’d all have the shit beaten out of them by the authorities.


 “I’m getting really paranoid,” I said, “I keep thinking, any moment, I’m going to get done for something that I didn’t even know was illegal. Like I’m scared that if I fart too loudly I might get hung for polluting the environment.”
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	During our university days, every Saturday afternoon, Eugene would listen to “Sport On Five”. Every ten minutes or so, his mobile phone would ring and he would jabber frantically in Hokkein. At night, we would gather in the common room with our beers and our Salt and Linekar crisps, watch “Match of the Day” and jeer at Jimmy Hill. We also bet on the soccer results. The losers would have to buy a crate of beer or pay for the week’s subscription to ‘The Sun’. 


	When I went to Singapore, Eugene introduced me to the punters he had jabbered to while he was in England. So when we had the soccer betting in my flat every Saturday night, it was like continuing the hallowed, male-bonding ritual that we had started at university. When Mei first told me that the betting was illegal, I was so shocked. 


 “It’s so stupid. I mean, soccer betting is perfectly legal in England. It’s fun, it’s like the lottery, it’s like beer,” I said, “Can you imagine if a government tried to ban alcohol? Can you imagine being only allowed to drink water?”


Mei did not look distressed at all. 


“It’s ridiculous,” I said, “Every Saturday, on my way to do ECA with those kids at my school, I always get caught in the traffic jam at Bukit Timah Road. All these cars, buses, unloading hundreds of  punters, all going to the Turf Club to bet on horses. How come betting on horses is legal, but betting on soccer is not? How can the Singapore government be so inconsistent?” 


	“I don’t know,” Mei said.


	“What do you mean you don’t know? You’re a lawyer. Why do you have such stupid laws in your country?” 


	Mei shrugged. “All I’m saying is that if you get caught you’ll be in big trouble. You have been warned. Proceed at your own peril.”


“I don’t care. You have to fight this law. It’s awful. I can’t imagine not being able to bet on soccer. It’ll be like - not being able to play ‘Doom’.” I lowered my voice in hushed horror. “It’ll be like banning the F.A. Cup Final!”


“For some reason, I’m not shocked by any of those proposals.”


I sighed and looked sadly at her. “You are one culturally deprived woman.”


I guess I let the punters meet in my flat because I never had the feeling that I was doing anything bad. I couldn’t imagine getting into trouble over it. It was all so casual. We were just a group of twenty guys, watching a ‘live’ soccer match on TV, drinking Tiger beer, smoking Camels, chomping on melon seeds and betting. Gambling in my flat was the same as all the boozing and drug-taking I did while at university,  it was just fun, you never got the feeling that you were doing anything evil. It was all just a good laugh. 
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	“Your problem is that you’re suffering from a chronic case of Peter Pan-nitis,” Mei said, “You keep acting like this perpetual Lost Boy.”


	“I’m not immature,” I said, “I’m just a free spirit.”


	“Irresponsible.”


	“Spontaneous.”


	“Unprepared.”


	“Fun-loving.”


	“Andy, there’s a difference between the fun that is funny - ‘ha, ha’, and the fun that is funny - ‘weird’.” 


	“Like what do you mean?”


 	“You have a distressing inability to distinguish between the brand of humour that is amusing and the type that is merely disgusting. Your ability to fart louder than is biologically necessary definitely falls into the latter category.”


	Mei always treats me like I’m some toilet-trained pig. She always gives me so much stick. She’s always so superior, like she knows everything, while I know nothing. Sometimes, like now, I’d really like to have a go at her too, but I can’t, because she’s like a woman, and if I point out her faults, it just sounds sexist and condescending. But there are things I could teach her, if she could only humble herself for once and admit that I am obviously right. Here is my list of Top 5 Lessons that Mei needs to learn: 





‘How To Stop Whining and Nagging’ or ‘How To Act Younger Than Your Mother’.





4. After happily and painlessly spending over a fifty thousand dollars on the Certificate of Entitlement, road tax, sales tax, insurance, all that just to get a car, it does not make sense to park your car half a mile from Cathay cinema so you don’t have to pay three dollars to enter the Central Business District.





3. You will not be emotionally crippled for life if you don’t shop on the same day you receive your pay check. 





2. ‘How To Kill Cockroaches Silently’. Screeching and ‘eeeeeek’ noises have no deleterious effects on lizards and spiders. Yes, you, even you can learn how to exterminate household pests without having to make squealing pig noises! 





1. Wearing the sexy bikini swimsuit I bought you will not damage your brain cells.





	But anyway, right now is probably not a good time to slag her off, because she’s like my lawyer and the only person who can get me out of this mess. So I just swallow my indignation, nod at her and agree that I’ve been a bad boy.


	“How are we going to find who framed me?” I said.


	“Right, in order to draw up a list of suspects, we need to think three things.” Mei stuck up her thumb. “Motive.” Up came her forefinger. “Means.” Finally, the index finger rose. “Opportunity.” She put down her hand. “Motive first. Revenge might be a motive. Did you offend anyone? Does anyone have a grudge against you? Who hates you?”


	“You know me. I’m Mr. Lovable himself.” I grinned. “Who can resist my charms? Why would anyone hate me?” 


	“Didn’t you ever offend anyone? Maybe when you were drunk?”


“No. I’m not that bad when I’m pissed. Like, I mean, I’m not the type of bloke who gets psycho pissed.”


“What do you mean?”


“When I’m drunk, I don’t get violent and hassle people or beat up them up or anything. I’m not a yob. I just enjoy myself, puke and pass out.”


“But you often don’t remember what you’ve done when you’re drunk. Could you have done something to someone and just not remembered it?”


 “That’s a really stupid question. If I can’t remember what I did when I was pissed, how can I tell you about it?”


“What I mean is…” Mei put on the tone that I’ve heard her use with stray dogs and wilting plants. “…in the past few months, can you remember when you were drunk? Maybe I could check up on any witnesses. Maybe they can remember you doing something that you didn’t.”


“Well you’re usually around, most of the time I’ve been really pissed. If I’m not with you, I’m usually with Eugene. Maybe you could ask him.”


	“What about the punters? Did any of them have anything against you? Maybe something you said?”


	I shook my head. “Most of the punters spoke Hokkein, so I hardly even talked to them.” When I arrived in Singapore, Eugene told me that I could survive by mastering the all-purpose phrase - “Is it?” (pronounced as “Izzzit?” in Singlish) which could be used to express agreement or disbelief, or used as an acknowledgement that I was paying attention, just two handy words I could throw in whenever there was a awkward gap in the conversation. “I just said ‘Is it?’ to the punters whenever they spoke to me. There was no way I could have pissed any of them off with something I said.”


	“How did you place your bets then?”


 	“I would tell Eugene about what bet I wanted and he’d translate for me.”


	Mei frowned. “Well, I guess another possible motive might be money.  Who stands to profit? Would some punter make more money if  the gambling took place somewhere else?” 


	“I really don’t know. They were always talking in Hokkein. Maybe you better phone Eugene and ask him about it.”


	“How many punters met at your flat on Saturday?”


	“About twenty.”


	“So you’re telling me that there were about twenty gamblers, most of them with dubious backgrounds, meeting every week in your flat.”


	“Uh, yeah.”


 	“And I supposed that all of them used your toilet at one point or the other.”


	I nodded.


 	“Anyone one of them could have planted the filofax,” Mei said. 


	I could see that things were not looking good. Twenty men, most of them pretty dodgy, and I remember some of them spent a long time in my toilet. They all had plenty of time to plant the filofax. But I always figured that like, a man’s got to do what’s a man got to do, so I never made a fuss about it. 


“So when can I get out of here?” I said.


	“Tomorrow,” Mei said, “Maybe.”


“Why ‘maybe’?”


“Your offence is non-bailable.”


“What? You’re kidding. Even shoplifters can get bail.”


Mei shrugged.


“You mean I’ll be stuck in here till my trial starts?”


“The magistrate will usually grant bail if you apply for it.”


“What? So you mean I can go?”


“Not until maybe tomorrow. The sub courts don’t open till then.” Mei paused. “And that’s if you can find a bailor.”


“What do you mean ‘if’? You’re going to bail me out aren’t you?”


 	“We’ll see.”


“You’re not going to leave me here! You can’t!”


	“It depends on how much bail is. Maybe I can’t afford it.”


“Look, I swear I won’t do a runner. You can trust me.”


“Since when?” 


I searched my memory for a precedent, but found none. “What if I don’t get bail?”


“You’ll be remanded in custody until the trial starts.”


“For how long?”


“A couple of weeks.”


“No way. I’m innocent. Why should I stay in jail for yonks for something I didn’t do? I have a life to get on with. Responsibilities to take care of.”


Mei made a lip-farting noise. “Like what? Playing level 3.11 in ‘Doom’ for the eight hundredth time?”


“No. For one thing, there is no level 3.11 in ‘Doom’. And another - answer me this - if I’m in jail, who’s going to take the kids to Fort Canning?”


“I’m sure they’ll survive the disappointment.”


“You are so mean to me. I don’t think I want to go out with you anymore.”


“Thank God. Another prayer answered.” 


	I stared at her for a while to see whether she was serious or not. I couldn’t tell. “You can’t expect me to sit here, doing nothing.”


“You can do something very useful while you’re here.”


“Like what?”


“Thinking - now that might be a nice activity that you might consider picking up.”


“What do you mean?”


“You never think about anything before you do it. Andy, I know you think you’ve been framed, but the way you’ve acted ever since you arrived in Singapore, the way you’ve acted all your life, you were just asking for it. When bad things happen to you, it doesn’t ‘just happen’. You have to re-think your life, because at the moment, you’re trapped in this cycle of destruction. You’re going nowhere, just wandering around in this circle of chaos. I mean, so what if you’re acquitted? If you don’t change your basic ways, you’re just going get into trouble again. Things will never change. And you won’t always have someone like me or Eugene to help wipe up after you.”


“But what’s wrong with my life?”


“You’ll have plenty of time to think about that now,” Mei got up to leave. “As for me, I have about twenty suspects to investigate. Enough of this idle chat, I have to go.”


*





The English Premiership is huge in Asia. Believe me, you have no idea how big it is. ‘Manchester United’ (‘The Official Magazine Of The Double Double Winners’) sells fifteen thousand copies in Singapore and Malaysia alone. The magazine is so popular, they’ve even got some bloke to translate it into Thai, and this special edition attracts an amazing twenty thousand readers, month in, month out. If it wasn’t for football, England might as well not exist. Mention major cities like Durham, Birmingham, Dover, Bristol and York, and all you’ll get is a blank stare. Mention Chelsea, and it’s like Christmas - faces light up with epiphanic recognition, grins flash around the room and voices chime in a single chorus - “Ah, Gullit!” Okay, okay, so Chelsea’s fame in South East Asia is due to a Dutchman, but that’s the nature of the game these days. 


I don’t know why English soccer is so big here. Though the Brazilians are world champions, and Italy arguably has the best league in the world, Singaporeans only have eyes for the teams in England. Why? Why do they idolise players who couldn’t even qualify for the last World Cup Finals? 


Traditionally, in England, you support your local club. Football clubs are rooted in the community, so when the team wins a match, the whole city celebrates. Just look at the names of the clubs - Newcastle, Liverpool, Manchester City etc. (The only exception to the rule is Tottenham Hotspur, of course. I’ve been involved in way too many conversations with Singaporeans, trying to explain to them why Spurs don’t play at Tottenham Court Road). Okay, okay I know that it’s changing nowadays, as evident by the obscene number of Man U fans located miles outside of Manchester, in bourgeoisie southern outposts like Surrey. But the fact that Man U fans in Putney get stick for supporting Fergie’s babes is evidence that there is still a widespread, deep-rooted belief that you should support the football club nearest to your home. London-based fans of the Red Devils often get taunted with the fact that they can’t be real fans because they don’t even live in Manchester - they’re just  ‘jumping on the United bandwagon’. I guess it’s this whole British thing about ‘loyalty’. Local supporters are supposedly more faithful. Though the sky be pissing down, though the Wagon Wheels be stale, though the home side gets thwacked time and time again, the local fans will always be there, enduring the agony of defeat through the draws and losses, the replays and the play-offs. Soccer, for the football fanatic, has nothing to do the quality of the game. Their local team might only score goals from accidental deflections off the butt, but the fans will still pay over fifteen quid to watch those gaffs, simply because it’s their team. In fact, technically, their love for their team has nothing to do with soccer, but everything to do with these huge, abstract values - fidelity, passion, love.


	Fans in the Far East are no less obsessive. I don’t know why. They put their money where their heart is, and they sure have a lot of money. When the police read out the bets from the filofax to me, going through a list of five, six figure sums, I knew they weren’t bluffing. Five figures is a pretty average bet for a big Premiership match. The punters in my flat were always taking the piss out of me for only placing four figures at a shot, and I knew that if I couldn’t prove that I wasn’t responsible for co-ordinating those bets, my sentence was going to be as large as those numbers typed in that filofax. 


