 Chapter Twelve





EUGENE





My uncle was always telling my father to move to Holland to help him run his Chinese restaurant -  “Why you stay in Singapore for? G.S.T., C.O.E., C.B.D. - everything you do, every where you go, you have to pay the government money.” Uncle always called the government, the People’s Action Party, the ‘Pay and Pay’ government. “Here in Den Haag, I got three Mercedes and a house with a garden and a swimming pool. You still living in a H.D.B. flat?” After my father received his brother’s letter, he packed us up and moved to Holland.


Back then, I was fifteen. I always expected to spend the rest of my life wandering around the faceless white blocks in Singapore, but suddenly, one letter from my Uncle and hey presto - I was standing in Den Haag Centraal. I blew smoke rings in the frosty air, fascinated by my own breath. The yellow trams sent crackles of blue sparks in the air. They whined along the network of black wires that snaked across the city, across streets named after birds and American Presidents. Men cycled back from work, their cheeks puffed, peddling with effort, their heads bent against the wind, the edge of their trench coats flapping at their ankles. According to my uncle, you haven’t had the full Dutch cycling experience until you get your bike wheels caught in a tram lane, and fall in front of an oncoming bus. The children enjoyed a more pleasant mode of transportation, skating along the frozen canals.


I bought a bami ball from a Surinamese guy behind the shiny metallic counter. A bami ball consists of grains of white rice cooked in a rich red tomato sauce, then deep friend in a golden ball of batter. Never in my life had I tasted anything quite so repulsive. They served bami balls at my uncle’s restaurant, which showed you how un-Chinese the restaurant was. No true, self-respecting Chinese would ever admit that the glooey gunk of cholesterol was invented by our ancestors. They didn’t serve Chinese food at the ‘Golden Dragon’ (unimaginative name, or what?) - they served what Dutch people thought Chinese food was supposed to taste like. The ‘Golden Dragon’ was full of stuff containing what Dutch people thought being Chinese was all about, like being Chinese simply consists of having two stone lions outside your door, red lanterns, a few scrolls of calligraphy, chop sticks, and a tank of gold fish. My uncle brought us to back of the kitchen and served some real Chinese food - Peking duck, shark’s fin, beef tendon in a claypot, chicken feet i.e. no chop suey, no fortune cookies, and certainly no bami balls.





*





	While I was in Holland, I kept in touch with Mei all the time through e-mail. All her messages began with this long preamble - like “whew I just pressed control-X just in time, and managed to send at least part of the message before my system crashed. Teleview is so lau-ya - which means ‘lousy’, in case you’ve forgotten how to speak dialect - anyway, I can’t wait till next month, when they’re going to switch from DOS to a Windows-based system. (.” 


	Mei thinks that living abroad gives me some marvellous multi-cultural insight. “Wah, I’m so jealous,” she writes, “it must be so exotic living in Europe, meeting all these people from all over the world.” 


	But the truth of the matter is, expatriates, or ‘expats’, live in complete insularity. We subsist in own little ghettos. Even the British people don’t socialise with each other - the English mix with the English, the Scottish with the Scottish, and the Irish go to their own pubs. It’s like living in a stagnant pond. We don’t have any Dutch friends. I can’t speak a word of Dutch, nor do I need to, because most Dutch people can speak English. I don’t read the newspapers, or watch Dutch TV. I have no idea who the Dutch Prime Minister is. It’s like everyone has this siege mentality, ganging up together with the people of the same race, resisting any contact with the host nation. There was this guy who was a careers counsellor at the American School in Wassenaar. I asked him how he liked living in Holland, and he looked around his office, and said, “It’s like Little America here. I mean, I like this place, but it’s difficult to get Holland in here, you know what I mean?” That’s what living in the expat community is like, the complete insularity - it’s difficult to get Holland in.


My parents had no non-Chinese friends, so my ‘best’ friend in Holland ended up being Loong. I didn’t even like Loong, but I had to hang out with him because my parents did all their social activities - Sunday dim sum, trips to Maudoradam, tulips shows in Kuekenhoff, cheese-tasting trips to Edam - with Loong’s parents, so we’re always straddled with each other. 


Loong’s father was an ambassador. Most of the expat kids, their parents were usually diplomats, or worked for the big multi-nationals like Shell or K.L.M. or Phillips, and quite a few worked for the European space agency, E.S.T.E.C. 


	When I first saw Loong’s room, I couldn’t believe it. It was full of stolen stuff. His bed leant against the wall, and on the wall were over fifty dark green cans of Diebels, a German beer. Loong got all of them in Dusseldorf. He broke into the different hotel rooms and stole the cans from the mini-bars. The cans stuck to his wall via blu-tack, like trophies. “At night I lay in bed and count them to go to sleep, but I can never count them all. I usually get up to fifty six, then I’m out. I like them, but sometimes they fall down in the middle of the night and hit me. Especially in the summer, when the blu-tack gets soft.” Loong shrugged. “Not that it matters. I usually have a girl over and make her sleep next to the wall, so if the cans fall down in the middle of the night, they hit her.” He laughed.


	“Um, don’t your parents mind?” I said.


“Mind what?”


 “Mind that your room is full of stolen stuff. Don’t they ever say anything?”


“No. As long as I’m doing well in school, they let me do whatever I like. Good grades are a sign that everything’s heaven in my life. My grades are absolutely storming at the moment, so I can get away with anything.”


	When I first met Loong, I wouldn’t have dreamt of stealing anything at all. They had indoctrinated me too well in Singapore. Don’t talk about shop-lifting, I didn’t even chew gum. But I guess Loong was different, though he was born in Singapore, he’d been an expat kid all his life. He never lived in any country for more than three years. And after I’d been an expat kid for a year, I started stealing too.


When you’re an expat kid, you get your kicks from smashing in head lights, lobbing rocks at lamp post bulbs, and watching porno videos like ‘Driving Miss Daisy Crazy’ and ‘Thunderballs’. Why do we do all that stuff? There’s nothing else you can do as an expat kid. Things are so boring everywhere. That’s why I understand Michael Fay, that American expat. He acted just like any normal expat kid would, only it was bad luck that he was in Singapore, where they don’t take any crap. It’s just in the expat kid culture to go around stealing things, scratching cars - that’s what you do with your life - you suffer through school in the morning, and at night you drive around, looking for beer, looking for outrageous things to steal, thinking of ways to wreck destruction, especially the property of teachers, or M.P.s or the police. That was how you had fun, that was what everyone did, that was normal. So when the Michael Fay case came up, when he got the shit caned out of him for some minor acts of vandalism, and there was this unbelievable media hoo-haa all over the world, all the expat kids here in Holland couldn’t understand what the big deal was. All this kid did was scratch a car. We did that every night, and nobody cared.


	The night before I left for Holland, I thought - good bye Singapore, leave all the swots behind, I was going to Europe! I knew exactly what Europe would be like, knowledge gleaned from reading Robert Ludlum and Jeffrey Archer. Holland, unlike Singapore, would be full of drugs, knives, and prostitutes. Once I reached there, my life would be full of mad and thrilling adventures - dodging bullets in windmills, canoeing down canals,  chasing assassins down foggy stone-cobbled streets. But the impossible happened - Holland was even more boring than Singapore. Everything closed at five, and at night, all you could do social-wise was go to the pub and get pissed. If you wanted excitement, you had to make it yourself. That usually meant stealing something, preferably a car, and going for a cruise looking for more beer. 


I didn’t have anything to live for, but I didn’t feel bad enough about life to kill myself. Why was I unhappy? I ate well, drank well, there was MTV, I had a Ford Escort and the latest game releases from i.d. software. I even played ‘Doom’ on a computer network with guys in Hawaii, Pakistan and the Outer Hebrides. 


But Mei is convinced that Holland can never be more boring than Singapore. She e-mails me about how I’m living the glam life here, the movies come out earlier, I get to go to all the big pop concerts like R.E.M., and the big musicals like ‘Cats’, things she’ll never get a chance to see because those big entertainment acts never bother going to Singapore. But I e-mail her back and tell her that’s the problem with the people around here, the glitz, the noise, the lights, the fame, it’s like everybody feels it’s so important for them to do something all the time, to have something going on somewhere, some new play to see, some new record to buy, it’s like a float, to stop them from drowning. If they had nothing left to do, then they would finally have to look at themselves and see that they’re nothing. 


If anyone is supposed to be happy, it’s me. For one thing, I've been to more countries than most people. We flew to Phuket, where we saw a show with queens. Later, as my father put in twelve hour work days at the restaurant and made more money, we went to Hawaii, Gettysburg, Washington, but I only remember Boston - grey and rain and the cab driver telling us that Texas Instruments had just gone bust. In Vancouver, we went to Chinatown. All the signs were in Chinese, everyone spoke Cantonese and Cantopop blared from the shopping malls. All the people in suits were Chinese, while all the parking attendants and cleaners were white.  In Amsterdam, we visited a sex supermarket where they provided trolleys.  I've been to all the Disneylands in the world - Orlando, Los Angeles, Paris, even Tokyo. I bet you didn't know there  was a Disneyland in Tokyo. I've seen things none of my friends would ever seen. Once in a lifetime experiences - isn’t it great to be an expat kid? I can travel to any part of the world I want, I can buy anything I want, I’m at the top of the food chain, but I feel nothing. 


 “My friend has this theory,” I told Loong, “her favourite quote is from St. Augustine - ‘O Lord, for thou madest us and our hearts are restless until we rest in thee.’ Her theory is that we’re made a certain shape, and we try to stuff ourselves with all sorts of things, but we can never be truly filled, because ultimately only God satisfies.” 


	“Bollocks. You can never be happy if you follow God. All religion does is guilt people, make them repress what they really want to do. Look at me - this is the life: I see something I want, I take it. I want to do something, I do it. Nobody tells me what to do, what’s right, what’s wrong. I decide. I don’t need a book, or some priest in a yellow dress, or some Jew in a white nightie to tell me what to do. Whatever I want to do, I do. Whatever I do, I succeed in doing. I’m completely spoiled, and doesn’t it feel good? I don’t need a God, because I am a god.”


	“But aren’t you afraid of going to hell?” 


 	“I’d rather be a king in hell, than a slave in heaven.”





*





	The day the ground caved in, I was up in Loong’s room. Suddenly, we heard a great crack and screech. We looked out of the window.


	"Wah-leow," Loong swore in Hokkein. 


	Gone was the white flash of concrete in the sun. Instead, a hole exposed the grey jagged underbelly of the pavement.


	"Ai-ya I tell you if we were in Singapore this kind of thing won't happen." Loong’s father shook his head. "All these Dutch pavements, so lousy."


	 Spontaneously collapsing pavements were one of the many things you had to get used to if you were living in Holland.  As a huge chunk of Dutch soil is reclaimed land, the earth beneath our feet used to be formless sea, and thus was liable to crumble at unexpected moments.


	“What happened?” I asked.


	“This cat was just walking along,” Xiu Ling, Loong’s sister, said, “Then the pavement suddenly - pah boom! The cat fell in.”


	We ran outside. Xiu Ling lifted the cat from the hole. Her fingers felt for the throb of its heart beneath the brown fur. “The cat’s not dead,” she said. “Just unconscious.” 


	“I’ll take care of the cat,” Loong said. 


	“You’ll kill it,” Xiu Ling said “I’ll take the cat to the vet."


	“Pa, tell her to give me the cat,” Loong said, “I need it for my biology experiment.”


	“Give the cat to Loong,” Loong’s father said. “It's only a stray.”


	Xiu Ling  pressed the cat against her chest. 


	Loong grinned. Then he told his father the magic words that would persuade any Singaporean parent to let their child get away with murder - “If you give me the cat for my experiment, it'll help my biology marks a lot.” 


Singaporeans are obsessed with grades. Take that fifteen year old, leukaemia-stricken boy who was in the `Straits Times'. In other countries, if you're a kid dying of a terminal disease, you do interesting things, like try to break a world record by collecting the most get-well cards, or meet Princess Diana.  Does this Singaporean boy take this golden opportunity to do any of the above, before he snuffs it? No. Instead, he studies his butt off for his `O' levels. He achieves 6 A1s, but doesn't live to see it. What's the use of  10 'O' levels once you're six feet under? Our parents don't understand that, for they believed in the positive correlation between moral fibre and good grades.  So although Loong was a festering boil on the anus of humanity, when his parents looked at him - he was mainly glasses and freckles - they saw a cross between Einstein and Francis of Assisi. 	


Loong’s father pried open Xiu Ling’s arms, took the cat, and gave it to her brother.





	*





	Charlie Lim arrived in Holland about two years after I did - his father worked for K.L.M. He wanted to join the FBI or the CIA when he grew up, thus he chose an appropriately American name for himself. I never knew anyone who wanted to be American so badly. 


	Charlie was a total Walter Mitty type.  When I shared a room with him during our vacation in Vienna, Charlie woke up at four a.m. shouting,  “Battlestations! Buck Rogers reporting - Wilma, get those starboard lasers ready!” We all had our childhood fantasies, but Charlie took his to a new level of neurosis. He told us how, one afternoon, when he was eleven, he spent two hours tailing three cyclists. 


	“Wah, it was just like in `Hardy Boys',” Charlie said. “You know those people who hire bikes from East Coast Park? They’re not supposed to take bikes out of the park you know. I saw three boys riding bikes out of the park. Their bikes got the park logo on them. So I trailed them.”   


	Loong laughed. 


	Charlie smiled. “I was good huh? They never knew I was behind them.”


	Finally, Loong stopped laughing and slapped his lap. “You know what?” Loong said, still smiling. “That’s the saddest story I’ve ever heard. Charlie, you're one pathetic motherfucker." 


	However, Loong was the Head Prefect, and received at least four book prizes annually, so his words only made Charlie want to gain Loong's approval even more. Loong did everything to turn Charlie into a gei ang-mo - a fake Caucasian.  Europe, Loong told Charlie, was a place where academic excellence and ethics had gone out of style, where it was good to be bad, and you cultivated decadence until it blossomed into sophistication.  So like Loong, Charlie got his ears pierced. Like Loong, he wore torn Levi jackets, peered through his Ray-Bans, and slouched around with a Marlboro in his mouth.  At night, they went to Loong's lab in the garden shed, where they tried to grow marijuana.  They smoked pot, popped E, and got stoned on electric jelly and hash cakes. They were bad. They became European. Gone were the Singaporean, bespectacled, calculating-punching, aspiring engineer types. They became lean, mean, Continental machines.





*





	Social-wise, Charlie’s association with Loong paid off, because it got him an invite to the end of term party. It was the  joint party between the American School in Wassenaar, the British School in Voorschoten and the German and International schools in Den Haag. This was the social event of the year. Not only that, it was a sixth form party, and getting invited to a party by people a few years your senior was a sign of your complete and total coolness.


	Loong, Charlie and myself were the only Chinese kids at the party.  Getting invited despite being Chinese is a great achievement. We were considered, in South African jargon, ‘honorary whites’. The Orientals have never been considered a hip race. Japanese, Korean and Taiwanese kids never get invites to parties because the white kids who ran the gig figured that the Orientals would much rather do their calculus homework than rock. Also Orientals didn’t smoke or drink or do drugs, so they’d probably be miserable at the party anyway. 


	I collected my beer from the punch bowl and walked into the middle of a conversation.


	“Can you believe that they send each other letters, telling each other how much they love each other and all that crap,” Blonde Boy #1 said, “They stand on opposite ends of the lake and put their letters in little green bottles. They put the bottles on the lake and the messages float to the other side.”


	“Jack is such a woman,” Dark haired Boy #1 said.


	“Yeah, and when he kisses her, he even keeps his eyes closed,” Blonde Boy #1 said, “Can you believe that? Kisses her with his eyes closed.”


	“He's such a woman,” Dark haired Boy #1 said.


	“You know I watched this documentary on M.T.V., or was it Eurotrash?” said the Blonde Boy #1.   “No it was with Ray Cokes, so it’s definitely M.T.V.”


	“Ray Cokes is beast,” Pizza Face Boy #2 said. “Not like that fag Steve Young.”


 	“Yeah that documentary was saying that there’s no such thing as love,” Blonde Boy #1 said, “Just this chemical thing in your body. You see this cunt and your eyes send all this signals to your brain and it starts pumping out chemicals and makes your body really hard. Endorphins or some shit like that.”


	“No, that documentary was definitely on Eurotrash,” said Dark haired Boy #2, “They had clips of John Bobbitt’s penis afterwards. Then some bit about lesbian body-piercing.”


	“Jesus, who’s in charge of this crap their playing?”  said the Black Guy, “R.E.M. is great if I’m in my room and I want to get depressed, but you can’t dance to it.”


	This American girl staggered up. “Hello children.” She took a puff from somebody else’s cigarette and said, “I’m terrible, I don’t even smoke.” She giggled. I remember somebody introducing her as a half-sister of the host. She was on holiday from Yale, visiting her folks.


	“Hey look it’s your girlfriend,” the Yale girl said to Loong, “She’s waving at you.”


	“She’s not my girlfriend,” Loong said.


	“Yes she is.”


	“No, she isn’t. We’re not going out anymore. It was a mistake.”


	“Yeah, like Didi was a mistake.”


	“Shut up,” Loong said.


	“Who’s Didi?” some Spic guy asked.


	“Some girl in the junior school,” the Yale girl said.


	“No shit,” the Spic said.


	“Yeah, she’s twelve,” the Yale girl said. 


	“It was a mistake,” Loong said.


“How could you make a mistake like that? She was only this tall,” the Yale girl raised her hand about a meter off the ground. “She was only this tall.”


	Loong was always doing that. Whenever he was caught doing something illegal, he would always pretend to go all stupid and naïve, like he didn’t really know what he was doing. He topped the class in everything, he was probably the only guy in our school who didn’t think that estrogen was a kind of fuel additive. This was one smart guy, but whenever he was caught doing something bad, he would just go - “Huh? Was that wrong?”


	“Babyfucker,” the Yale girl said.


	Loong threw a cushion at her.


She ducked and stuck her tongue out at him. “I don’t have time to play with you babies anymore.” She looked round the room.  “Where's Catherine, where's my girl?” 


“She's upstairs with Jorge,” Blonde Boy #1 said.


“Oh, he's gay,” she said, “But he'll sleep with a woman anyway. So I'm not sure if I should go up or not. In case I interrupt anything.”


Catherine is a well known slut. Her nick name is ‘The Hole’ - her vagina’s so big, you’ll fall in if you’re not careful. 


“I have a basic Yale belief that all men and women are bisexual,” the Yale girl said, “Some are better at repressing it at others. I repress myself a lot."


“I don’t know about that,” Loong said, “I'm must be very good at repressing any faggot tendencies.” 


"Well obviously, you're Chinese. You repress everything. Just watch all these Zhang Yimou movies. They’re full of oppressed women who are raped by their husbands and beaten by their mother-in-laws. I don’t understand why these women just don’t screw up their courage to the sticking point, and John Bobbitt their husbands.” She made a snipping gesture with her hand. “I can’t hang with Confucian ethics, and ancestral worship. It’s obvious that those values are just the product of the oppressive authoritarian structure of the ruling class. Foucault. You heard of him, beer for brains?" She clipped the back of Loong’s head.


One look at Loong’s eyes and I knew there was going to be trouble. Loong wasn’t drunk. I know, because just two minutes ago, his eyes were hard and black, focused and intelligent. But now, annoyed with Catherine, he put on his act, pretending to be dumb and gormless. He blinked slowly, pretending to be pissed. 


“Who you calling a fucker?” Loong pronounced it in the Dutch way, which pretty much sounds like ‘Foucault’.


“Not fucker, you idiot,” Catherine said, “Foucault, the post-modern historian, the archaeologist of epistemes. Foucault.” 


“You calling me a fucker?” His voice got louder. “Who you calling a fucker? You calling me a fucker? ” Loong broke his beer bottle against the table. He brandished the jagged edge. “I’m going to cut you, you bitch.”


Loong chased Catherine around the house, trying to slash her face. She screamed bloody murder, but all the other guys just whistled, clapped, stamped their feet - some even threw chairs in front of her path to try and trip her up. 


Of course Loong wasn’t really drunk. I know because he was sober enough to drive me home. “Did you see her face? She was shitting herself.” Loong laughed. “Serves her right, stuck up Ivy League bitch. That’ll teach her to try and be post-structuralist at a party.”








	*


	


	Two days after Loong took the cat from the pavement, Charlie ran out of the garden shed, leaving a trail of vomit in his wake.  	


	Loong laughed. “Charlie's frightened about my biology experiment.”


	"What happened?" I asked.


	“Nothing. I just skinned the cat, took the flesh off, reconstructed the bone structure. Great experiment. I'll get an `A', sure thing.”


	“Make sure that you burn the carcass,” his father said. “We don’t want the neighbours to complain about the smell.”





	*





	A week later, Loong performed another experiment in the shed. After he finished, he ran into the house, breathless. 	“Call the ambulance,” he said.


	“What happened?” his father said.


	 “Charlie,” Loong said,  “Charlie - he’s not moving.”


	“What?” I said.


	“In the shed,” Loong said.


	We ran to the shed. Charlie lay on the ground. I touched his neck. No pulse.	


	“How long has he been like this?” I said.


	“Half an hour. I didn’t know what to do,” Loong said, “After he drank…I just sat there, he wasn’t moving. I didn’t know what to do. I just sat there, staring at him.”


	“What happened?” his father asked.


	“We were just mixing different drinks. Experimenting,” Loong said, “Charlie wanted to get high.”


	“What did he drink?” Loong’s father asked.


	“Orange juice and methylated spirits,” Loong said.


	“What?” I couldn’t believe it.


	“I was mixing orange with vodka,” Loong said. “Charlie said it wasn’t strong enough. He asked me if I had anything stronger. I gave him the methylated spirits. He mixed the orange juice with that. He said, ‘I’m going to get really high.’ He drank it, then he just…Is he going to be all right?”


	“He’s dead,” I said. “He’s got no pulse.”


	“Maybe he’s just in a coma.”


	“Why didn’t you stop him from drinking that stuff?” I said. “You knew it would kill him.”


	“I didn’t think it would hurt him,” Loong said, “He’s not moving. Is he dead?”


	I couldn’t believe it. Of course Loong knew that methylated spirits could kill. I mean, he did ‘A’ level chemistry. 


 	“I didn’t know it would kill him,” Loong said, “It was an accident.”


	Loong let Charlie drink himself to death. He murdered Charlie. 


	“Call an ambulance,” Loong’s father told me. “It was an accident.”





*





	Loong’s father looked out of the window at the flashing lights on the police car. “I tell you if we were in Singapore, this kind of thing wouldn’t have happened.”


	Loong told the police he was sorry. Again, he pretended to be stupid, and everyone bought his excuse. He was a victim of his environment, he said. He had been ripped from the shelter of Eastern values in Singapore, and thrown into a decadent Western society. In the big bad West, if you got good grades, you were labelled a "dork", a "nerd", or a "swot". In the West, you proved your masculinity through drink and drugs, through experiments. Loong lived in the West for too long, and Charlie’s death was the result. A tragic accident.


	At my home, they swallowed Loong’s myth completely. 


	“That’s why I always try and raise you up with Chinese values,” my father said, “You see Loong’s father, big ambassador, never at home, never pay attention to who Loong’s friends are. You see what happens when you’re too influenced by the ang mos. You start playing with drink, drugs. You do too much, you accidentally die.”


	My mother nodded her head vigorously in agreement.


	“His mother told me that she shouldn’t have let Loong watch so many American TV shows,” my mother said. “Loong is so young, so impressionable. They were a bad influence.”


Yeah, like the Cosby Show is really undermining the foundation of our state and shaking the psychopaths from the crevices of our social infrastructure. Loong didn’t kill Charlie because of some Western bad influence. He was the bad influence.


	Loong had shown his parents his collection of American videos and heavy metal music, blaming his bad behaviour on violence in the media. Later that week, they built a fire outside the church, and burnt the tapes and the records.


I went to the police and told them everything. I told them about all the stolen goods in Loong’s room, about how he skinned the cat, how he tried to slash the Yale girl’s face, how he tried to murder me. Surely that would be enough to convince anyone that Loong was a psycho. The police searched Loong’s room, but by then, Loong had removed all the stuff he had stolen. The cat, of course, was a silent, skinless witness. The Yale girl had returned to America, and was probably too pissed to remember what really happened that night anyway. So nobody did anything about Loong. It was my word against his, and I guess that wasn’t enough.








*








	On the day that Charlie died, the red light from the police car flashed outside Loong’s house. Two months ago, orange hazard lights flashed outside the same windows. Immediately after Loong’s father reported the broken pavement, fix-it men rumbled up with their cement truck, blocked off the hole with red-and-white striped tape, and surrounded the gap with the orange lights. They fixed the hole with the quick efficiency of the experienced - they were used to patching up spontaneously disintegrating pavements. When dawn broke, the hole was filled.  


	After Charlie died, Loong threw himself into studying for his `A' levels, and his parents never mentioned the incident again.  He patched up his `accident' as quickly as the fix-it men. In the morning after the men had repaired the hole, Loong’s father walked onto the pavement, and stood there for ten minutes. I looked at him from the doorstep. "Everything’s okay," he said. He stamped his foot on the ground. Solid.


	I knew better. After the ground collapsed, stepping out of the house became a great leap of faith. But after a while I pretended that the ground was a firm foundation, a solid rock. Similarly, Loong’s parents pretended that Loong was fine, that his good education gave him a concrete moral base. Even if you can't trust the ground beneath your feet, you have to pretend that you can. You can't think of how you could suddenly be walking on air. If you did, you would never step out of the house. Staying in the house wouldn't help either, 'cos God knows, the house may collapse on you. You can't live life with that kind of fear.	For Loong’s parents, believing in their son’s lame explanation was like filling the broken ground with sticks, straws and stones. Education was the foundation of every Chinese parent’s philosophy. Education taught you how to get rich, and how to be a good person. In their minds, only lazy and stupid people committed crimes. If you were intelligent and hard working, you must be a good person. They believed that as long as they gave Loong a good education, as long as he pulled in good grades, that meant that he was a good boy, a moral boy, a boy who could do no harm, destined for greatness. If a good education couldn’t guarantee a good life, they wouldn’t know what else could provide it. They knew no other ground to walk on. 


	


*





	Charlie’s death is lodged in me. Mei told me about her grandfather, how he suffered in hospital, and I guess Charlie’s death is like my foreign body. It’s one of those things that gets under your skin, and affects you for the rest of your life. Every night, I lie awake, and think - it could have been me. Loong could have tricked me. Charlie and me, we were so alike, with our fantasies about joining the F.B.I., playing detective games. We were both bored and naïve, willing to do anything to get high, to get some feeling into our lives. If I had listened to Loong, been ‘strong’ enough to drink that orange, I would be dead now, and nobody would do anything about it. Loong could kill me, and nobody would care, because nobody could handle the truth.


	It was the anniversary of Charlie's death last month. Everyone still believes that the boy who got straight ‘As’ for his chemistry, physics and biology ‘A’ level exams, was stupid enough to think that orange juice and methylated spirits would get someone high. 


	On my way to work, I bought five different publications. At the restaurant, I cut the first letter - a `M' from Haagsche Courant, the second letter, a `U' from GQ, the third, sixth and eighth letter `R' from Der Spiegel, the fourth letter `D' from Rolling Stone and the fifth and seventh letter `E' from OK!. I pasted four x 2 letters - “mUrdErer” - on the postcard.


	I sucked my cigarette. It finished burning, and I put it out amid the shells of the pistachio nuts. 


	I tore the postcard and threw the shreds into the ashtray. I sent Loong lilies instead. The card attached said - “Charlie's still dead. As always, I think of you”.


	Loong sent me a card with Snoopy thanking me for the flowers. 


	After Mei phoned me that Sunday, telling me about Andy’s arrest, I went to the place where Loong used to live. Outside his old house, the pavement shone in the sun light. I squinted at the ground, searching for  cracks, but I found none. The light bounced off the ground that burnt as white, as solid, as concrete as it did the day before it collapsed.
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